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PUBLISHER'S NOTE 
The Regional Resources Centre for Folk Performing Arts is 
happy to bring out 'Folkloristics and Indian Folklore', an authentic 
handbook for all folklore students and scholars.· The book has 
emerged out of the lectures delivered by Dr. Peter J. Claus 
(California University) and Dr. Frank J. Korom (Pennsylvania 
University) in the course of a series of four workshops in 
international folkloristics which we organized in Udupi, Dharwar 
and Mysore in 1988-89. We hope this will be considered a timely 
and welcome publication by all Indian students of folklore for it 
is published at a time when Indian folklore is emerging from its 
largely descriptive and historical stages to the analytical, scientific 
and comparative echelons. 
Very soon there will be a group of folklorists well-trained in the 
workshops in four Southern States- Andhra, Karnataka, Tamilnadu 
and Kerala - surveying their materials in the light of the theories 
and practices imparted to them. The book will also help a wider 
area of folklore scholarship which could benefit from the workshop 
instruction. At a juncture when, thanks to the encouragement 
offered by the Ford Foundation, folklore in our Universities aspires 
to becom~ eventually an independent, popular and whole-time 
discipline, this book may certainly prove its utility. 
It is also the first in a series of publications planned for the next 
few years when we expect our scholars to make use of the valuable 
archives built at RRC and to prepare analytical studies and texts 
which in turn will enable Indian folklore material to become part 
and parcel of international awareness. 
We thank the authors for their kind permission to issue the book 
in our series on International Folkloristics. We also thank the 
Ford Foundation whose munificence it was that made both the 
workshops and the publication possible. The Manipal Power Press 
have given us their best attention and hence we thank them too. 
K. S. Haridasa Bhat 
March 31, 1991 Director, R.R. C. 
I. 
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Preface 
IT may not be so strange that two Americans - one an 
anthropologist with a folkloristic bent, the other a folklorist with 
an anthn:,pological bent..,.:.. should write a book on folklore which 
draws heavily on American folklore, but why should they 
concentrate on India? The main reason is that this introductory 
textbook is,mearit primarily for use in the Indian ~lassioorri. While 
teaching beginning courses on folklore in India we came to realize 
that a new textbook meeting the needs of Indian studeµts was 
necessary and timely. The resurgence of interest in South Asian 
folklore both in India and abroad led us to feel that a: unique manual 
specifically focusing on some Indian traditions would be all the 
more worthwhile. The book, therefore, utilizes a number.of Indian 
examples, along with others from different cultural regions of the 
world, in order to_briefly survey selected theories and contributions 
to the general study of world folklore. Some readers might come 
to the conclusion that we have simply glossed over or ignored 
certain key figui:es and theories in the field, and that we have 
belaboured a few select points in the process. We can only respond 
by stating that our reasons for doing so are not idiosyncratic, but 
based on· our own classroom experiences in India. 
We feel that a textbook ofthis sort is essential, since existing 
ones in English are either outdated or only refer to examples from 
North America and Europe. It is hoped that this contribution will 
serve a twofold purpose: introduce the Indian student to folklore 
methodology beyond India, and reintroduce Indian folklore to 
students in the English speaking world. More and more American 
student:; are becoming interested in the folklore of cultures other 
than their own, and the last two ·decades have seen the growth 
and expansion of the study of Indian folklore by scholars in a 
number of disciplines. Since Indian folklore is once again becoming 
a flourishing field of international inquiry, we felt that an updated 
bibliography to supplement the existing ones would be·useful. We 
have therefore included a select bibliography of recent works in 
1,, 
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English at the end of the volume that will guide the reader to major 
works of importance in the study of South Asian folklore 
specifically and the study of the discipline's theoretical foundations 
generally. 
Despite a recent emphasis on fieldwork, collection and the study 
of living performance traditions, folklore is, and always will be, 
a very scholarly discipline. Folklorists around the world spend 
much of their time in libraries and hold one another to hlgh 
sta.ndards of literary convention. For this reason, too, we have 
provided a more extensive bibliography than might otherwise be 
expected, and have paid special attention to giving references in 
a standard, consistent format. This may, at times, be frustrating 
to the Indian student who has no immediate access to the works 
cited, and is not used to such formats, but it does give an.1idea 
of the extensive work which has been goirig on in the field around 
the world and how to get hold of it if necessary. Many folklorists 
around the world carry on extensive correspondence and are happy 
to provide assistance to sincere coUeagues who find themselves 
in less advantaged situations. Further, anyone wishing to have their 
work recognized on an international level would be wise to follow 
the citation format very closely. We realize that Indian regional 
languages have developed their own unique refe~encing styles, 
particularly with regard to personal names, and ~e recognize their 
right to do so. We would only stress that wi~atever system is 
adopted, it should be followed consistently and;provide complete 
and adequate information to enable readers around the world to 
identify and locate the work cited. · 
It is not our wish to replace other textbooks withour own. Rather, 
we would like to see this book being used alongside edited 
anthologies such as Richard Dorson's Folklore and Folklife and 
Alan Dundes' The Study of Folklore. It could also complement 
other introductory texts such as .Jan Brunvand's The Study of 
American Folklore and Barre Toelken's The Dynamics of Folklore 
as well as folklore textbooks in India's regional languages. 
Similarly, we hope that copious examples from collections of 
folklore from around India would serve as supplementary reading 
to this book. We make many references to one such collection, 
The Folktales of India, edited b.y Brenda Beck, Peter J. Claus, 
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Praphulladatta Goswami and Jawaharlal Handoo and published by 
the University of Chicago Press 1• However, any extensive 
anthology of authentically oral tales collected by experienced. 
folklorists would serve just as well. Ideally, the collections should 
represent at least the major regional and cultural differences found 
within India. A series of collections representing different cultures 
of the world, such as the University of Chicago's Folktales of the 
World series would perhaps be best. No one textbook can be 
expected to cover the entire scope of folkloristics, and ours is no 
exception. Admittedly, we deal most extensively with oral genres 
coming from the Hindu tradition, and pay little attention to Indian 
material culture and folklife. To do total justice to the whole realm 
of Indian ethnic, religious and material culture would require a 
massive multi-volume undertaking which we do not intend here. 
But, limited, as this work may be, we think that it will serve to 
reduce the gap in.our overall understanding of folklore production. 
The present text began as lecture notes in a workshop/seminar 
given over .a four week period during December 1986 and January 
1987 at Telugu University, Hyderabad. During tlie following year, 
the notes were expanded by the authors for use in a series of 
workshops organized by Telugu University and the Regional 
Resource Centre for Folk Performing Arts Rnown around India 
as simply the RRC, Udupi, with support from the Ford Foundation. 
We would like to thank Telugu University, the Regional Resource 
Centre and the Ford Foundation for the providing us with the 
opportunity to develop these lectures. 
Our deepest gratitude goes to our colleagues at these workshops, 
V. Narayana Rao and B. A. Viveka Rai, who gave us innumerable 
insights and suggestions for improving our communication with 
our Indian audience. They also provided us with many useful 
examples. They were our constant critics and often pointed out 
useful ways to adapt international folkloristic theory to the Indian 
intellectual scene. Professor K. S. Haridas Bhat, Director of the RRC, 
provided us with not only internationally renowned hospitality, 
but daily administrative support, intellectual inspiration and moral 
encouragement. Not exactly a folklorist himself, he has done more 
for Indian folklore than almost anyone else we can think of. 
Next come our challenging students. From the Udupi workshops 
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were Abhaya Kumar, K. Chinnappa Gowda,,G. V. Dase Gowda, 
-Veeranna Dande, T. Govirida Raja, Krishnamurthi Hanuur, P.K. 
Khandoba, S.A. Krishnaiah, A.C. Lalitha, Mandakini Purohith, 
Yamana Nandavar, A.V. Navada, Basav:araja Nellisara, C.B. 
Pattanayak, Purushothama Bilimale, H.S. Ramchadre Gowda, 
K.R. Sandhya Reddi, T.N. Shankaranarayana and B. Shivaram 
Shetty. From the Hyderabad workshops were A.K. Nambiar, 
Ravinder Bas, B. Krishna Reddy, C. Krishna Redd¥, Thomsaiah, 
Lakshmi Narasamamba, Subbachary, B. B~aswamy, Dama 
Padmawathi, Appa Rao, Sri Lax.mi, Prema1ata, Jaya Prabha, 
Kirtana Thangavelu, Dantu Padmawati, Sampath Kumar, Akunthy 
Anand, Panduranga, Venkateshwarlu, Subramaniam, Premchand, 
Katyayani, S. Jyotsna Rani, Sadanandam, Ramchandralu, 
Thirumala Rao and Asha Jyoti. We thank them all for their unusual 
tolerance and enthusiasm. 
One of the authors (Korom) would also like to thank E. Socalov 
and I. Gottesman for sharing their ideas on Th. Benfey and 
C. G. Jung, respectively. These musings-came out of a seminar 
on prose narrative led by Dan Ben-Amos at the University of 
Pennsylvania. 
NOTES 
1. An Indian edition of this book is now available through Motilal Banarsidass, 
Pvt. Ltd., Delhi. 
CHAPTER ONE 
Introduction: 
Folkloristics and Indian Folklore 
THIS book is intended specifically for Indian students of folklore, 
and is based OJ,1 fhe conviction that internationally us~ folkloristic 
theories and mythodologies make more sense to Indian students 
when they ar.e aiJplied to Indian examples with which they are most 
familiar. For many ~tudents of Indian folklore, these methodologies 
add new dimensions to the understanding and appreciation of 
familiar folklore. Too often, when· folklore is taught in India, 
teachers ignore-internationally recognized theory and methodology, 
or rely on only a few, often outdated theories. Some of these 
outmoded theories are rooted in the ideologies of nineteenth century 
colonialism. They appear to 'work' only if one adheres to certain 
assumptions about the innate differences between human 
populations and a narrow interpretation of the notion of progress. 
Such theories and their associated assumptions have long been 
rejected around the world. 
It is easy to understand why many Indian students of folklore 
reject these theories along with their rejection of colonialism. But 
that does not mean they have to reject all international theories 
and rely only on the narrow interests of a nationalistic folklore 
to guide their interpretation of the material. Even when more 
contemporary theoretical· writings are assigned in Indian 
classrooms, there is seldom any attempt to apply these to Indian 
material. The student is left with the impression that the theories 
and methods. are in some way bound to the data of a particular 
cultural tradition, that is to say, that Western theories may apply 
well enough to Western folklore, but they do not apply to Indian 
folklore. Yet if folkloristics is to be a comparative and international 
discipline, linking folk traditions around the world,. then its theories 
must have general applicability. Theories which are bound to 
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particular cultures are of limited use. 1 What th~ Indian folklorist 
must realize is that narrow, culture-bound theori;es are of little use 
to the West, either. · 
India represents a culture rich in folk performance traditions 
that have a long history. But it is more the fact that so many of 
India's traditions continue to thrive and even proliferate that make 
it a valuable place for both foreign and Indian folklorists to do 
research. There are many questions about how folk traditions are 
performed, elaborated and perpetuated that can be studied in great 
detail in India - · questions which, in the case of many performance 
genres, can no longer be studied in Western countries. The folklore 
of India itself inspires interesting questions not often raised when 
one studies only the folklore of Europe or America. In fact, a 
resurgence of interest in Indian folklore among Western folklorists 
hijs drawn scholars from other disciplines into the field and has 
challenged them to re-examine many complacently held notions 
about indian cultural history. One of the goals of this text is to 
provide some insight into the work that contemporary American 
and European scholars are doing with Indian folklore. 
Anthropologists and folklorists are perhaps less concerned about 
the national focus of their research than most scholars. Anthropology 
teaches one that culture is the property of all humanity. Folklore 
research has shown that tales, and many other items of folklore, 
have travelled from culture to culture and across national and 
linguistic boundaries throughout history. While each people may 
leave their special impression on a tale, no one culture can claim 
ownership. Questions of origin, even if they could be answered 
(and they usually cannot) fade into irrelevance when one considers 
the variable experiences a tale acquires during its life history. 
Still, in both the West and in India, there is a tendency to think 
only in terms of one's own native folklore. While an argument 
can be made for the benefits of the study of folklore in order to 
encourage the self-awareness of a repressed pe9pie and reinforce 
their sense of pride in their traditions, folklorejstudy is too often 
limited by nationalism and otl)er provincial feelings. 2 People who 
approach folklore from this perspective too oft~n fail to reach the 
real insights that the study of folklore has to offer. Fortunately, 
in both India and the W~st, there are also 1 people who are 
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developing an interest in a broader understanding of the aesthetic 
traditions of other parts of the world. Our American students -
including some who are of Indian descent - are happy to have 
, the opportunity to broaden their knowledge of the world through 
the study of Indian culture and folklore. 
Often, however, they are motivated to study Indian folklore 
because they think (wrongly, in most cases) that it enables them 
to catch a glimpse of the past. And, parallel to this, the Indian 
urbanite's interest in the state of American folklore often springs 
from the suspicion that the U.S.A., a developed nation, has lost 
its folklore. This suspicion is often coupled with the latent anxiety 
that India, too, as it becomes more urban and industrial will lose 
the distinctive traditions of its people. 
Journalists in India often ask Western folklorists if there is any 
future in the study of folklore, with the obvious expectation that 
they will say, "No,. that is why we have to collect as much as 
we can, as fast as possible." Instead, with the·large field of urban 
folklore in mind; the answer we might better give is, "Yes, there 
will always be folklore.'' The journalists are not happy with that 
answer. What they want to hear is that with technological 
developments such as cinema, television, video recorders, 
computers and space satellites, Indian folk traditions will disappear. 
They are right, of course, and the folklorist's answer is not 
satisfactory. Actually, the reason we are at a loss to give a simple, 
straightforward answer to this question is that at its root lies one 
of the very valuable reasons to study folklore comparatively: you 
learn some things of an extremely fundamental sort about human 
nature under the inevitably changing conditions the world presents 
to us all. Technologically advanced America has not really lost 
its folklore. It has lost many of the traditional contexts of folk 
performances, but Americans have preserved their folklore by 
developing new performance contexts and new contents for it. 3 
As folklore in its traditional contexts wanes, it develops into popular 
culture. 4 The same thing is happening in India. But in each case 
we see continuity, the continuity of American and Indian cuiture. 
This is a good time to have at· 1east a preliminary discussion 
about the notion of 'tradition' and how traditions change. We often 
assume that concepts such as 'folklore' a.nd 'tradition' are frozen 
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or static, referring to univers~l, eternal and unchanging cultural 
phenomena. In fact, this cannot be, if for no other reason than 
b~cau~e the_ definitions themselves change over time and space. 
H1stoncal cucumstances, personal motivations and sociocultural 
~act~rs play a_ big role in defining such terms at any given point 
m time. Laun Honko, a Finnish folklorist, has also shown this 
to be true ~f one of our most basic concepts - genre - and we, 
as responsible scholars of folklore, should heed his warning in 
our application of this and other terms that we choose to use,s 
T~every concept of 'folklore' has changed over time .. The term, 
commg from the Old English/olc and lar (that is, wisdom of the 
fo~k)_ was first ~ntroduced into British ·academic discourse by 
W1~ham Tho~s m 1846 to replace the term 'popular antiquities', 
which was bemg used until that point. Thoms defmed folklore 
as the 'traditional beliefs, legends and customs current among the 
common people'. At the time, this definition represented a radical 
shift in orientation, but using hindsight we can discern that it raises 
more que~tions than it answers. For example, we may ask, ''What, 
exactly, 1s m7ant by 'traditional beliefs'? And who, exactly, 
~epresents the common people'?'' Thoms' definition is, however, 
~mpor~~mt be~ause it expands our notion of the discipline_ by 
mcludmg subJects that ·extend beyond verbal art. It t&kes into 
account aspects of folklife and material culture as well. 
So, we must always ask ourselves what we mean when we use 
certain te~?nical term~, for every word can have many meanings 
and defimttons: We will show, in the next chapter, that 'folklore', 
· the most central word in our discipline's vocabula:ry, can have 
a host of meanings. Definitions, therefore, require interpretation 
.at_ every stage. We cannQt simply accept academic definitions 
~1thout questioning their specific usages. As an example, let us 
discuss another term that plays a fundamental role in the academic 
s~dy of folklore. Dan Ben-Amos, a folklorist who has taken great 
pams to refine our conceptual definitions, has clearly shown that 
the term _tradition h~ b~en us~d in at least seven distinct ways 
by American folklonsts. Agam, the central idea is that notions 
about tradition change over time and space. We would ·now like 
to ~oint out so~e of the ambiguities of the term sampradaya, 
which, along with parampara, is m<;)st often used among Western 
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scholars to mean 'tradition' in the Indian context. Scholars of 
comparative religion use the term to mean 'sect'. We would like 
to show that thi~ usage is not fitting for the study of Hindu folk 
religion ·and by extension, that it is not suitable for a. general 
discussion of tradition, 
According to the Manak Hindi Kosh, a major Hindi language 
dictionary, the term samprado,ya, in its broadest application refers 
to two overarching divisions of the Hindu religion: Vaishnava and 
Shaiva. 7 This definition is too general to be useful here, but the 
term is used for other levels of order as well. The etymology of 
the word itself is significant: sampradaya is derived from the 
Sanskrit root da, which means to 'give', 'grant', 'bestow', or 
'~mpart'. Tlie preceding syllable sam connotes 'parallel', 'like', 
'equal to', 'the same', or 'unaltered'. Finally, pra is defined as 
'forward', 'forth', or 'onward'. Thus, a composite definition of 
samprado,ya would read 'that which is given forth unaltered'. 8 This 
definition, coupled with BohtliIIk's and Roth's interpretation of 
sam as 'Zusammenbindung', a tying together, suggests quite a 
different meaning from that as~igned to 'sect' in the Occid~n,t,9 
The term 'sect' as w~ know it today, comes from the Latin 
translation of the Greek word hairesis, which ,literally means 
'choice', but was applied to one's school •of thought. 'Sect' was 
also used to mean 'path', 'way', 'method' and 'course', similar 
to the Hindi rasta or marg. At this level 'sect' approximates 
sampradaya, yet the term became pejorative in the Christian context 
because it indicated those trends which deviated from a particular 
community's own normative belief system;··After the canonization 
of Christian scripture (circa A.D. 367), the term was used for all 
those groups which did not adhere to the officially sanctioned sacred 
writings of the Church. Those in favour of canonical changes were 
called 'heretics'. By Byzantine times 'sect' was firmly established 
as meaning a community adhering to the tenets declared heretical 
by the Church. Even a new etymology of the word 'sect' was put 
forth. Originally derived from the Latin sequi (to follow), it came 
to be considered a form of secare (to cut), as A. Eschmann has 
pointed out. 10 Clearly, 'sect' implies a sort of division whi~h is 
not intended by '.the term sampradaya. 
The problem stems from @.fi analogous application to religions 
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of Eastern origin of a term developed in a Christian world to 
describe factions within that world. Given this historical 
circumstan~e: we must ask ~hether we can apply such a typology 
to o~er reh~1ons. The soc10logist Bryan Wilson has responded 
to_ this quest10n by stating that '' ... to refer to these groups (i.e., 
· Hmdu and Buddhist) as 'sects' as if they conformed in their 
esse_nt~als_ to the model devised for the separate groups within 
Chnst1amty, would be to proceed on highly questionable 
assumptions and to risk a distorted sociological analysis. " 11 lf 
sampradaya ac_rually suggests a lineal orthodo:,cy, then we can only 
conclude that its composite meaning is quite! different from the 
, sociological use of 'sect.' The great sociologist and historian of 
religion, Joachim Wach, identified sampradayq, as a unique Indian 
phenomenon and as a problem in the sociological study of 
religion, 12 yet the term 'sect' continues to be used, even though 
sampradaya cannot be equated with it without reinterpreting one 
to mean the other. 
Although our concern in folkloristics at this time is Mt so much 
with_ th~ d~finition ?f sampradaya as it is with demonstrating the 
amb1gu1ty mherent m such terms·and their shifting definitions, this 
example should make us aware of the fact that cross-cultural 
analogies in the study of religion must only be made with the utmost 
of care, and only . after analyzing the life histories of the terms 
we use with the most acute sense of scrutiny. This particular usage 
of sampradaya serves as an example of the complexities associated 
with academic terminology. In order to refine our concepts and 
definitions in the Indian context, we should follow the cue of our 
colleagues in other disciplines, and question our standard universal 
understanding of key terminology. 
But_ once we understand the specific historical and contemporary 
meanmgs of such wotds, we must still deal with the problem of 
usage. The answer cannot simply be to rid ourselves of such terms 
f~r this defeats our purpose, and does not allow for any comparativ; 
dialogue. One of our greatest scholastic dangers is to isolate 
ourselves from our colleagues working in other areas of the 
discipline by simply addressing idiosyncratic and esoteric research 
prob_lei:ns which are relevant to only a handful of experts. Such 
spec1al1Zed problems must b~.tied to more general discussions that 
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are of interest to everyone in our discipline. Once we are aware 
of a term's universe of possibilities, we must clearly define how 
we propose to use it. When we cautiously proceed in this manner, 
it allows us to compare similar nomenclatures in different 
languages, analyze·them cross-culturally and thereby to discern 
both the similarities and differences in the terms that we use. 
Folkloristics, we believe, is inherently a comparative subject 
and folklore.is thus not the property of a particular people, but 
of all humanity. The aim of a comparative study of anything human 
is to try to understand what of it is variable and what is constant. 
What is constant is presumably that which is characteristic of human 
nature. Variability comes from the human potential for creativity. 
These factors, and time, are the ingredients of what we know as 
'traditions'. As members of a particular culture, without exposure 
to other cultures, it is not possible to understand what is variable 
and what is constant, what is a part of our own culture's specific 
creative potential and that which is part of human nature. No matter 
how varied (as fa Indian culture) or how monolithic (as is American 
culture), exposure to-only one culture's traditions can only lead 
to a confusion about what is part of human nature and what is a 
product of individual creativity. By looking at other cul~res, one 
is able to glimpse not only what may truly be a part of human 
nature, but also the power of our culture's traditions to shape our 
personal lives and practices, which we tend to think of as ''only 
natural''. The. comparative study of folklore raises folkloristics 
to the level of a philosophy of human pature. 
And there are still other, more practical, down-to-earth 
philosophical dimensions to the study of folklore. The 
Panchatantra, for example, a literary collection of tales, probably 
originating in Kashmir and dating back to at least the fourth century 
B.C. ,-undoubtedly drew heavily from local oral sources. The 
'frame' story under which the other stories are gathered, concerns 
the education of the three foolish sons of King Amarash.akti. A 
sage, Vishnusharma, promised to educate them in all that they 
needed to know about niti (right, moral and wise conduct) within 
the span of six months. To accomplish this, he used common 
folktales. Within each of the five books is a separate dramatic unit 
with its own smaller frame story, and within each of these there 
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are yet further 'emboxed' stories. From this humble origin, the 
five books of didactic tales were written down and the collection 
was subsequently translated and rewritten in many Indian 
languages, and formed the basis of such other well-known Indian 
tale collections as the Hitopadesha and the Brihatkatha. It was 
translated into Persian in as early as the seventh century A.O. 
and from there into Hebrew and Old Spanish. There is an English 
version, translated from the Latin, which dates back to the sixteenth 
century. In fact, the German Indologist Johannes Hertel, in a major 
earl~ study of the Panchatantra, identified no less 'than two hundred 
· versions. in fifty languages. 13 In the oral tradition, outside the frame 
I 
of the Panchatantra, the stories and tales have a far longer history 
and,· if possible, a wider geographic range. They can be found 
in Africa, Europe and throughout Asia. There is little doubt that 
before they were written down, they belonged to the traditions 
of many peoples. And they are still told in many folk cultures 
around the world, adapted to familiar settings and )Ising the stock 
characters of particular lands, awaiting yet future 'Panchatantras' 
to be collected and written down for the intellectual and 
philosophical edification of the youth. of other countries. 
The Scope of Folkloristics 
Just as folklore is an international and a comparative subject, 
it is also an interdisciplinary subject and we will try to· represent 
different vantage points and perspectives folklorists have used to 
understand folklore. Our emphasis will, however, be an anthropological 
one. This includes three major aspects of the study of folklore. 
Cross cultural: This is the comparative dimension of the study 
of folklore which we have already discussed above, and to which 
we will return many times throughout the book. 
Holistic: By this is meant that all aspects of a culture are 
interrelated. Our modern disciplines of sociology, economics, 
political science, religious studies, comparative literature and so 
forth artificially separate what are in fact fully integrated in the 
lives of people. In studying a folk performance - a festival, for 
instance - one can easily see that it has many important 
Introduction 13 
dimensions, economic (How is the money raised? How is it 
dispersed and spent?), political, entertainment and religious, among 
others. All of these factors must come together for the festival 
to happen. 
Ethnographic fieldwork: The work of the folklorist is not merely 
the collection of texts, but also the study of the context of particular 
performances. The folklorist must attend folk performances and 
record many aspects of the performance, observe many types of 
activities and interview many people. They must be aware that 
the performance depends not just on the performers, but on the 
audience as well. The days when one could call a villager into 
the folklorist's university office to collect oral_ texts are long past. · 
Collection of folklore in this manner is no longer an accepted 
practice in modern folkloristics. The evolutionist theories of the 
nineteenth century colonialists saw folklore as a survival of earlier 
stages of mental and cultural development. They saw little need 
to record and document information regarding the present context 
of folklore. The carriers of folklore (the folk) were of lesser 
importance than their lore. Today, however, the emphasis has been 
reversed: the performers and the contexts.have gained their rightful 
place in the study of folklore, 
Our focus in :this book will, for purely practical reasons, be on 
folk narratives. 1Even so, descriptive 'contextualization' is essential 
and we will cdntinually stress the importance of fieldwork. To 
interpret texts ~e will need to utilize the insights of linguists, 
psychologists, /literary experts as well as anthropologists. A 
folklorist must be familiar with up-to-date theories and 
methodologies in many related disciplines if he or she is to do 
justice to the richness of a living folk tradition. 
The emphasis on the living context of folklore also implies 
another, equally important, perspective: that of the folk, 
themselves. The contemporary folklorist, linguist, an<i literary 
scholar, A. K. Ramanujan, alludes to this in a recent article'°in 
which he includes the following story in a discussion of 
'metafolklore', that is, folklore about folklore, folkloristics from 
· the perspective of the 'folk' .14 He also notes that there is a folk 
belief that tales get fewer as one moves from village to town. And 
i 
'I', 
I 
!. 
! 
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that one tale tells that tales came from 'heaven' in a cart, but that 
the cart broke down just outside the village, in the Harijan 
settlement where it spilled most of the stories. 
A housewife knew a story. She also knew a song, but she kept 
them to herself, never told anyone the story nor sang the song. 
Imprisoned within her, the story and the song wanted release. 
wanted to run away. One day, somehow the story escaped, fell 
out of her, took the shape of'two shoes and sat outside the house, 
The song took the shape of something like a coat and hung on a peg. 
The woman's husband came home, looked at the coat and shoes, 
and asked her, 'Who is visiting?' 
'No one,' she replied. 
'But whose coat and boots are these?' 
'I don't know,' she replied. 
He wasn't satisfied with her answer. He was suspicious. Their 
conversation was unpleasant. The unpleasantness led to a quarrel. 
The husband flew into a rage, picked up his blanket and went to 
the Monkey God's temple to sleep. I . 
The woman didn't understand what was happepmg: She lay down 
alone that night. She couldn't sleep for a long fime. She asked the 
same question over and over: Whose coat and boots are those? 
Baffled and unhappy, she put out the lamp a;nd went to sleep. 
All the flames of the town, once they were put out, used to come 
to the Monkey God's temple and spend the 1~ight here. All the 
lamps of all the houses were represented there _!... all but one, which 
came late. The others asked it, 'why are you so late tonight?' 
'At our house, the couple quarreled late into the night,' said the 
flame. 
'Why did they quarrel?' 
'When the husband wasn't home, a pair of shoes came into the 
veranda, and a coat somehow got on to a peg. The husband asked 
her whose they were. The wife said she didn't know. So they 
quarreled.' 
'Where did the coat and the boots come from?' 
'The iady of our house knows a story and a song. She never tells 
the story, and has never sung the song to anyone. The story and 
the song got suffocated inside; so they got out and have turned 
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into a coat and a pair of boots. The woman doesn't even know.' 
The husband, lying under his blanket in the temple, heard the 
lamp's explanation. His suspicions were cleared. He slept 
peacefully till dawn and went home. He talked to his wife about 
her story and her song. He discovered she had forgotten both of 
them.15 
NOTES 
1. Folklorists who purposely confine their analyses of folklore to cultures which 
are closely related, must, logically, be content to confine its interpretation 
to a narrow historical framework. Even the interpretation of its symbolism 
cannot assume that there is a more universal meaning to it than that allow-
ed by the scope of the related cultures. General interpretive theories cannot 
be arbitrarily used. 
2. The Conclusions of the Special Committee of Technical and Legal Experts 
on the Safeguarding of Folklore states, for example, that 'Preservation is 
concerned with protection of folk traditions, having regard to th!! fact that 
the people have a right to their own culture and that their belief in that culture 
is o(ten eroded by th~ impact of the industrialized culture purveyed by the 
mass media. Measure must be taken to guarantee the status of and economic 
support for folk traditions both in the communities which produce them 
and beyond. We certainly support this statement whole-heartedly, but'feel 
it speaks only to a minimum responsibility of folklorists. 
3. See, for example, Peter J. Claus, 1976 (Reprinted, 1982). 
4. The distinction between 'folk culture' and 'popular culture' will be addressed 
in the next chapter. 
5. Honko 1968. 
6. For a more elaborate discussion of the concept of tradition see Dan Ben-
Amos 1984. Frank J. Korom (1989) has a discussion of the concept of tradi-
tion · in the South Asian context. 
7. Varma 1966: 225. This is also noted by Sinha and Saraswati (1978: 35) 
who _state: • • ... sampradaya stands in common usage for a larger ·system of 
religious teachings." 
8. C. Cappeler in his Sanskrit-English Dictionary (1891: 598), also translates 
the nominal form as "oral traditjon," since one of the meanings of the neuter 
noun sampradan is "tradition." 
9. 0. Bohtlink and R. Roth 1966: 579. 
10. A. Eschmann 1984:145. 
11. Bryan Wilson 1982:103. 
12. Joachim Wach 1944:127-130., 
13. Johannes Hertel 1914. 
14. A. K. Ramanujan 1987. See ~so Dundes 1966 (reprinted 1978: 38-49). 
Dundes and Ramanujan would regard only folklore about folklore as 
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metafolklore: for instance, proverbs about proverbs (as in the Kannada pro-
verb, gade vedakke samana,. (a proverb is equivalent to the Veda) or veda 
suladaru, gade su,/agowadilla, (The Veda may become false, but a pro-
:erb can not bec~me false) or stories about stories (as in the Kannada story 
m the text). But m our view, metafolklore is an appropriate, overarching 
concept ~ound _which to group a number of types of folk commentary about 
folklore, mcludmg Dundes' 'oral literary criticism', by which term he would 
label folk interpretation and commentary on folklore - which we ~ould 
rather term 'folk exegesis' - and any example of a piece of folklore that 
depends upon a knowledge and understanding of another piece of folklore, 
~uch as the _Kannada saying, 'He listened to the Ramayana all night and 
m the mornmg asked if Rama and Sita were related'. Me.tafolklore exists 
between genres, as Dundes acknowledges, as in the Kannada ,'dasarata 
atawalla, dose utawalla,''dasarata (a form of folk drama) is.no more 
a drama than dosa (a snack food) is a meal'. The term 'meta', meaning 
not o~y 'above', but 'along with', 'following', 'dependant on', is an.ap-
~ropnat: prefix for each of these kinds of folklore. If inter-genre reference 
IS taken mto account, and we allow that the list of folk genres includes the 
vast array of sayings, songs, gestures, rituals, group stereotypes and the 
lik~, then it i~ clear that a great deal of folklore has a metafolkloric quality 
to 1t: In fact, 1t may be more insightful to think of metafolklore as a quality 
of different types of folklore, rather than a specific kind of folklore in itself. 
It is a quality which integrates and gives. additional meaning to a system 
of folklore. 
15. The story is from Dharwar: Simpi Linganna, ed., 1972:50-51. 
CHAPTER TWO 
Folk, Folklore and Folkloristics 
WHAT is folklore? This may sound like a silly question, having 
a simple answer, but it is a word used differently by different people 
in different countries. 1 
As we notep; in the previous chapter, we often assume that 
concepts such a~ 'folklore' and 'tradition' denote universal, eternal 
and unchanging cultural phenomena. In fact, this cannot be, 
because definitions themselvc:;s change over time and space. 
Historical circlimstancs, personal motivations, and sociocultural 
factors play a gr.eat role in defining such terms at any given point 
in time. We m~st be cautious in our universal application of the 
term folklore, for history teaches us that different people use the 
term in culturally specific ways, or they opt for other terms to 
replace it. One poignant example would be the Latin American 
case. In Meso-Am~rica, Hispanic scholars consciously chose not 
to use the term 'folklore' because of its associations with colonial 
imperialism. Instead, they decided to adhere to the older definitions 
akin to 'popular antiquities'. We might see this as an old-fashioned 
definition of the discipline, but this is an outsider point of view. 
We must remember that for • them the term folklore carries 
pejorative connotations, whereas popular antiquities does not, In 
Latin America, 'popular antiquities' has a specific meaning which 
is intimately bound up in the experiences of the per ~le who use 
the term. We must therefore respect that definition as plausible 
in the local cultµral context. 
In Europe too, there is very little agreement about the term 
'folklore' and its usage. We will never be certain what the domain 
of folklore is if we do not question its specific uses. For example, 
does the study of folklore encompass folk culture and folklife? 
If so, why do the French use the terms 'culture populaire' and 
'vie populaire'? This is not a question to be taken lightly if we 
are to arrive at a general consensus about the definition of folklore, 
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its varied applications, and its field of study. Many European 
scholars, mostly Germanic, do not use terms connoting either 
'folklife' or 'folk culture' bt;:eause of their lingering sense of the 
inappropriateness of the designated terms. In post-World War II 
Germany, for example, there has been an academic awareness that 
the term 'volkskunde,' was used by Adolf Hitler and the Nazi Party 
as a mode of propaganda to legitimize and justify the superiority 
of their self-perceived Aryan origins, and the systematic 
extermination of the European Jewish population. 2 Folklore was 
manipulated to serve the cause of the war. It operated as a powerful 
vehicle for the manipulation of symbols in order to sway popular 
public opinion in the direction of Nazism. For example, it was 
not an accident that the swastika, was borrowed from Hindu culture 
to be used as the national symbol of the Nazi Party. Using the 
swastika, enabled Party sympathizers to link up German culture 
with their misconceived notion of Aryan (i.e. Hindu Indian) origins. 
Jn the process of appropriating the swastika., the Nazis changed 
its meaning as well. The swastika., connoting prosperity and 
auspiciousness in the Indian context came to mean fear and death 
for Jews throughout the world. This is an unfortunately tragic 
example of the misuse and abuse of folklore in a political context. 
Some German folklorists have thus become ashamed and 
embarrassed by the term's historical and political connotations. 
Many academic departments in Germany choose to use the term 
'regional ethnology', commonly used in Scandinavia, based on 
their understanding of the discipline as being distinct from 
anthropology. Whereas anthropology .has usually been defined as 
the study of other cultures, regional ethnology has been defined 
as the study of one's own culture. But the use of the term 
'ethnology' still implies a comparative frame~ork for analysis. 
In this sense, comparison here is limited :to only 'regional 
comparis<:~n within one empirical, linguistic Jct cultural region'. 
Clearly, the nature of 'regional ethnology' is ;different from the 
British conception of folklore, although the concepts overlap in 
many ways. 
One more example will suffice. In a recent ai1icle, Azio Fukuta 
(Fukuta 1987) has provided us with a report on 'folklore' studies 
in Japan. His survey brings to light certain features of the regional 
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and local qualities of the discipline as it has developed in his nation. 
Japanese folklore studies began as late as the mid-1930s as a result 
of Kunio Yanagita's efforts. Yanagita strongly felt that folklore 
should be a culturally specific discipline informed by extensive 
fieldwork by a team of scholars. Further, he emphasized the notion 
of change in folklore, as is suggested in his m~m 'change place 
and objects change'. For him, comparative studies were to be done 
within -the context of Japanese culture, setting local aspects of 
Japanese folklife, such as vocabulary and religion, side by side 
in order to end up with a total picture of the Japanese cultural 
landscape. · 
The major Japanese emphasis in folkloristics, then, has been 
a national one. While the insights that we gain from such studies 
is due to an increased sophistication in methodology, and aid us 
in establishing theories concerning national folklore by telling us 
a great deal about Japanese culture, their contribution to 
international and comparative folkloristics is limited because of 
the general lack of access that an outsider has to the data. To make 
the material relevant to specialists in other regions and areas of 
expertise, more translations are needed. Furthermore, Japanese 
scholars could contribute more to our general understanding of 
the processes of folklore production by contrasting and 
differentiating their culture's unique and salient features with those 
of other cultures. Our critique of Y anagita' s methodology would 
thus focus on its limited scope. Although his studies of folklore 
in the Japanese context may be exhaustive, they do not sufficiently 
guide us towards a more complete understanding of Japan's role 
in folklore studies world-wide. 
If there is to be any sort of cross-cultural communication and 
international coordination of efforts in the study of folklore, there 
has . to be an understanding of these different usages and some 
agreement on what we should hope for in comparing the folklore 
·of different countries. Let us begin by developing a working 
definition and look at problems that associated ideas and definitions 
of 'folk' and 'lore' entail. 3 
In beginning courses, American students are often surprised to 
hear that the term 'folklore' is of relatively recent origin. The 
English word, as we have mentioned in the Introduction, was first 
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coined by William Thoms in the middle of the ninteenth century 
by combining the words 'folk' and 'lore' into a single concept. 4 
Addressing a letter to the journal The Anthenaeum in 1846, Thoms 
wrote "Your p~es have so often given evidence of the interest 
which you take in what we . in England designate as Popular 
Antiquities, or Popular Literature (thougfi by the bye it is more 
a Lore than a Literature, and would be most aptly described by 
a good Saxon compound, Folk-lore, - the lofe of the people) -
that I am not without hopes of enlisting your aid in garnering the 
few ears which are remaining, scattered over that fiel~ from _whie:~: _ 
our forefathers might have gathered a goodly crop.'' His motivation 1 
for identifying this material as a worthy subject for scholarly 
attention was much the same as that of the Grimm brothers in 
Germany, earlier in that century, that the oral traditions of peasants 
retain a wholesome flavour of an earlier aesthetic. It seemed to 
him that folklore ('the few ears which are remaining') was rapidly 
disappearing. In fact, as many later generations of British folklorists 
have proven, folklore does not disappear ;but merely changes with 
time. Definitions of folklore, too, change. Thoms' definition was 
based on nostalgia and is laden with provincial, nationalist 
sentiment: he specifically chose the terms because they were 
'good Saxon words'. 
In the thinking of modem folkloristics, although one might 
sympathize with Thoms' essentially well-intended enthusiasm, his 
motivations have some undesirable implications. They are based 
on an outmoded and elitist stereotype of the peasant that, along 
with a narrow equation of 'folk' with 'peasant' and his allusions 
to nationalism, preclude the sort of international folkloristics we 
spoke about in the Introduction. 
Time and time again one hears the echo of Thoms' zeal inspiring 
collection efforts in India. The modem study of +olklore in India 
grew during British occupation, inspired in part by the British 
themselves. In Bengal, for example, attention was given to the 
collection of folklore early in the nineteenth century by a handful 
of brilliant British scholars, including such pioneers of lndology 
as William Jones, Charles Wilkins, William Carey and, later, 
George Grierson. 5 Bengali intellectuals joined in the effort early 
on, but by then they were.already an urbanized English-speaking 
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elite almost as far removed from the village folk as the British 
wer;. It was nornntil late in the nineteenth century that nationalism 
and a nostalgic yearning for their 'lost' culture drew large numbers 
of local scholars to; the field. Indeed, fear that the unique Bengali 
folk culture might isoon disappear was (as with Thoms) a major 
motivation. Yet the
1 
folk culture of Bengal is as alive and well today 
as it was then, and probably not due to the heroic efforts of the 
Bengali folklorists. Only if w~. wrongly conceive of folklore as 
something incapable of change and adaptability can we imagine 
Uiat it would disappear. This, we know, is not the case. One 
suspects that this urban conception of folklore springs more froi_n 
the intelligensia's loss of contact with their folk roots, and 1s 
reinforced by the politics of regionalism and ethnic identity. But 
whatever the 'hidden' motivations, one must be grateful to these 
early folklorists for their tremendous effort in gathering and 
documenting ·the folklore of their time. Today, it is a most valuable 
asset, too often ignored. 
In India, there was no indigenous discipline of folklore prior 
to the presence of British scholars in Ben~al. Various terms ~ave 
been proposed in different Indian languages to refer to our subJect. 
The termjanapada, often used in South Indian languages to refer 
to folklore, is a modem creation. So too is the Hindi Lok varta 
and Lok yana and the Bengali lok sahitya. In part, these coinages 
can be seen simply as efforts to translate the English term 
'folklore'. 6 If that is all that our concern were, it would be a 
relatively simple matter of choosing a 'good Bengali term', a 'good 
Kannada term', a 'good Telugu term' and so on, in the same 
manner as Thoms did. But a label also focuses attention on a real 
phenomenon and chooses which items to include and how to 
consider them. Again, while we can sympathize with the 
enthusiasm for folk traditions, it is hard for a folklorist to approve 
of nationalism as a motivation for collection. _Whatever benefits· 
and encouragement the folklorist receives from others on the basis 
of such collection effort usually prove to be only temporary and 
any political dogma ultimately only serves to limit the ~cope of 
collecting and understanding the material. Enthusiasm of this 
sort is best left to politicians, and eschewed by scholars and 
researchers. : 
I 
I 
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Popular definitions: American 
A term created and used by academics would probably not gain 
widespread currency in the language if it did not find popular 
support. And, of course, folklore exists, in some sense at least, 
without folklorists. 7 , 
In America today, the term folklore has ~everal common uses. 
One, of course, is .close to that of Thorns. Many Americans 
continue to have the romantic notion cif folklore being the 
. wholesome traditions that backward farmers pave perpetuated from 
the 'old.,country'. But, ironically, it has also:acquired a derogatory 
sense. Folklore can mean a popular misconception based on 
ignorance, akin to the term superstition, with which it is often used 
in the same context. 8 It is further used in an almost cynical sense 
for falsehoods purposely perpetrated to deceive people. One hears 
on television newscasts, for example, many things identified as 
'folklore' which run counter to the findings of scientific research. 
Like one negative use of the term 'myth', it is made to stand for 
falsehood and ignorance. 
In the minds of many Americans - the vast majority of 
. Americans who live in suburban and urban megalopolises -
folklore is practically synonymous with folk songs sung by people 
over the radio on 'country-western' stations. There is little or no 
· interest fo.folk genres of other kinds: art, narrative, dance, ritual, 
etc. 9 Such radio 'folk' performers and the producers who put 
together their shows are, in fact, neither members of the folk 
community that they project, nor people who live in the 
countryside. The radio industry in America is big business, with 
billions of dollars invested annually in advertisements by 
commercial sponsors who watch their sales reports closely to see 
how popular the programmes are. In these cases, the image of 
'folk' is both shaped by popular definitions and in tum gradually 
shapes it. That is not to say that some of the singers do not have 
'folk' (rural poor) roots or that, indeed, the class of rural 'folk' 
who get together to perform folk arts has disappeared from 
American society. These folks haven't disappeared, but their 
numbers are very small - just enough to keep alive the 
public notions of 'folk' and 'folklore 1 as meaning rural traditions. 
In this sense, the potion of 'folklore' is itself an item of 
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what we might call •popular culture', a term we will discuss 
further on. 
As is widely known throughout the world, America is a nation 
of immigrants, composed of an enormous variety of ethnic groups. 
In many ways, the use of the term folklore parallels the use of 
the term 'ethnic' .10 Americans often associate the concept of folk 
with the cultures from which their ancestors emigrated. For them, 
folklore is something brought over from the 'old country' .11 But 
this ignores that Black ethnic folklore, for example, is born mostly 
of American culture, not primarily of African, and not of any 
particular African culture. It is mostly ~ 'home-grown' product 
of Black American experience. 12 
The American perceives ethnic tradition and ethnic folklore as 
the traditional ways of a particular foreign culture. But the term 
is also situational and the way it is used depends on the context. 
Like the term 'folk' the word 'ethnic' expresses something different 
from one's own way of behaving, the 'norm' .13 The activities of 
the dominant Anglo-Saxon majority are not considered 'ethnic', 
while the activities of the recent South Asian immigrants, for 
example, are. Ethnic groups are not only defined as such by the 
dominant culture, they often accept this definition as accurately 
mirroring their own perception of their identity. 
Let us exemplify these points by briefly referring to the Indian 
community in America. To a certain extent, the American 
community of Indians is a pan-Indian one. Indians living in America 
are not from one, or even a few, regions of India, but come from 
· all comers of the country. Distinct regional and caste customs as 
well as religious practices have converged and melted into each 
other to create new or changed forms of South Asian Hinduism, 
Islam and Sikhism. Yatra (pilgrimage), for example,. is not a 
regional phenomenon , in America. Hindu pilgrimage sites in 
America do not have a regional orientation; they are built to reflect 
the experiences of a transplanted pan-Indian community. Places 
of worship, though they may seem on the surface to be modelled 
after specific local forms of architecture, must cater to a wider 
Indian audience, whose composition transcends provincial and 
cultural boundaries. Their total American experience is quite 
distinct from similar experiences in India, 
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This, we would argue, is an example of American ethnic 
~o~klore,_ not Indian. It would become Indian folklore only when 
it 1s earned back to India by the bearers of the Indian-American 
tradition. The folklore and folklife of Indians in America are born 
?f the community's experiences in a foreign land. They are 
mf~rmed, but not created, by Indian culture. The need for a pan-. 
Indian culture on American soil partly derives from the fact that 
Indians, though a growing ethnic group in America are still one 
minority group amongst many that make up the varie~ated cultural 
landscape of the country as a whole. Like many other cultural and 
~ingu~s~ic groups in America, Indians are perceived by others as 
ethmc , and most often see themselves as a specific ethnic group 
in the American context. 
Naturally, since in many cases, immigration took place 
several generations ago, these terms have taken on the connotation 
of the historical, or even of ancient origins. However, the 
Euro-American travelling to 'the old country' is regarded 
as an American while the 'old country' distinguishes folk 
and educated, modem · and backward. The first conflict in 
many an ethnic American's definitions of folklore and ethnic 
arises when he or she travels to Europe, Africa or Asia. 
All the while they may have thought of themselves as American 
ethnic, and suddenly, in the 'old country', in terms of which they 
.have bee~ distinguishing their special American identity, they 
are Amencan! 
In other words, folklore in popular American culture has 
the meaning of traditional, ethnic customs. One of its more 
positive aspects is that ethnic folklore is something special 
to share with others. Many Americans are proud that their 
country is a 'melting pot', a blending and sharing of different 
cultural heritages. They see the presence of ethnic folklore 
as enriching their lives and their culture. The word 'folkloric' 
a popular term several years ago which meant anything ·tha; · 
was of 'purely' or obviously ethnic origin, was a seal of approval 
for the distinct ways exhibited by people of various cultural 
backg~ounds. In __ a sense, this may be regarded as a purely 
Amencan defimt1on of folklore, synonymous with another 
American concern, ethnicity .14 
Folk, Folklore and Folkloristics 25 
Popular definitions: India 
In India, to take another culture,janapada, as we have already 
mentioned, is an artificial term made up by folklorists to serve 
as a translation of the English compound, 'folk-lore'. In pre-
colonial times Indian scholars distinguished between the 'folk 
categories' samskriti (cultured, refined) and prakriti, (natural, 
rustic) - as in the distinction between the high, courtly language, 
Sanskrit, and the colloquial languages called Prakrits. They 
distinguished traditional styles under the terms marga ('path, road') 
and desi which refer to, roughly, 'classical' and 'regional', country-
ish', respectively. 'Folk' and their 'lore' were a cultural category 
(unnamed) to be ignored, improper for scholarly attention. Folklore 
(janapada) study in India stems from colonial days and British 
ideas, and owes its current popularity to democratic forms of 
political ideology. 
Indian folklore, itself, identifies various folk groups and assigns 
them stereotypical characteristics. This phenomenon is an excellent 
example of what we discussed in the previous chapter under the 
term 'metafolklore'. In some Indian languages there are whole 
genres dedicated largely to caste or regional stereotypes. Proverbs 
and jokes also single out various folk categories for comment. Such 
is the case when a native Hindi speaker, whose language includes 
gender distinction, mockingly accuses native Bengali speakers for 
uot being able to discern the difference between male and female 
because their language does not include gender categories. ·Some 
genres of folklore are exclusively the 'property' of certain castes 
and other types of groups. Folktales, too, often revolve around 
stock images of folk characters. To be sure, there are some 
universal groups - kings, princes and princesses, unfaithful 
spouses, maidens in distress, etc. _:. but the distinctively Indian 
character types tend to be good indicators of folk categories and 
folk values. 
In The Folktales of India (Beck et al., 1987), we find several 
stories about Brahmans, and often their character is contrasted 
with that of farmers. In the Gujarati story of Dala Tarwadi 
( # 65, p. 208), for example, the main character, a rural Brahman, 
goes to the field of a hard working farmer to get an eggplant. Since 
no one is around, he asks, 'Field, field, may I pick one of your 
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eggplants?' Replying to his own question, he then says, 'Oh, well, 
dear Dala Tarwadi, why not take ten or twelve?' This sort of 
thieving then becomes a habit for Dala Tarwadi, until the farmer 
gets wise and catches him in the act. He ties Dala Tarwadi onto 
the bucket used for drawing water out of the well and asks aloud, 
'How many times should I dip him?', to which he answers 
himself: 'Why give him only one or two? Be generous! Give him 
ten or twelve.' Brahmans are often portrayed as greedy, and 'too 
clever for their own good' (e.g., # 61, The Brahman's Lime) and 
farmers as hard-working, not too· smart, but nonetheless clever 
(e.g., in tale #25 about Siva and the Satwaris). 
And another GujaratLstory contrasts the innate bravery of the 
Wagher, a warrior caste with the Potter's cowardice. Initially, the 
two were friends, but the Potter's.wife teased the Wagher's wife 
about how skinny her ~arrior was. Then, one1day, robbers came 
to the village and the Potter ran away while tpe Wagher took up 
his sword and bravely fought off the invaders!. The Wagher then 
took a crowbar and with his bare hands wrapped it around the neck 
of the Potter's wife. The Potter's wife·was too ashamed to leave 
her house until finally she went to the Wagher's wife and asked 
her to have her husband remove the crowbar. 'That can't be done,' 
the Wagher's wife replied. 'My husband is inspired with such 
strength and valour only when the drums thunder and danger is 
at hand. When that tune returns you will be set free.' 'But such. 
times happen only once in a lifetime.', the Potter's wife realized. 
Tales such as these provide us with a rich catalogue of folk 
groups, defined and characterized by the folk themselves. But, 
of course, they are not 'ethnic groups' as in America. Instead, 
each culture defines its folk categories along its own lines. Any 
definition of 'folk' must take into account parallel definitions of 
folk groups from the socio-semantics of the particular society. In 
these cases, we find 'folk-sociologies' to help us in our task. 15 
The discussion above focused on the way cultures compartmentalize 
groups and categorize knowledge and aesthetic forms. This has 
been studied by anthropologists under the concept of 'folk 
categories', distinguished from the conscious categories of 
academic folklore and other sciences. But the distinction is not 
always clear. 
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The distinctive perspective offered by the study of 'folk 
categories' focuses on how people other than Western scientists 
view their world. We, as anthropologists and folklorists, see this 
as a legitimate and valuable subject of study; but, not without 
attractip.g criticism from our colleagues in other sciences, who; 
perhaps, feel that only their learned perspective is purely objective 
and true. They often ask 'What is the need to study something 
which patently deviates from the truth and is bound to old fashioned 
superstition and belief?' In America, American science is seen to 
be the way to understand the true nature of the universe. The 
knowledge held by traditional cultures around the world may, by 
trial and error, have come across certain truths, but truth derived 
from an unscientific method or source - as defined by the scientist 
- is unreliable and is mixed with a lot of nonsense as well. The 
yardstick for measuring the value of such 'truths' is how closely 
they resemble 'scientific knowledge'. But as anthropologists and 
folklorists we are not terribly concerned with the truth and 
efficaciousness of practices and beliefs in this sense. The study 
of knowledge systems around the world is a legitimate pursuit in 
itself. These we may call systems of folk knowledge (or ethno-
science) in distinction to what may be called Western scientific 
knowledge. 
So modem folkloristics has not only grown to look at folklore 
in context, but also to take a serious interest in the folk perspective 
on folklore, to view folklore collections as part of a system of 
knowledge. 16 Dundes' article (reprinted in Dundes 1978) on 
'metafolklore', cited at the end of the previous chapter, certainly 
emphasizes this point in relation to metafolklore and oral literary 
criticism. We would expand it to include 'folk exegesis' of all kinds. 
Dundes notes in passing, however, that ''The interpretation which 
is made is inevitably from the collector's point of view" (1978:41). 
What we suppose he means by this is that even though the collection 
of folk exegesis is to be regarded as a routine part of folkloristic 
collections, there is still a role for the folklorist in the interpretation 
of folklore. In part, this is so because the folklorist can draw upon 
a body of theory and scholarship whici) has proven reliable and 
insightful in a large number of instances. It is also in part because 
the folklorist has a very large collection of variants, not only of 
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the piece under consideration, but of the folk exegesis by which 
to judge whether a particular informant's interpretation or 
evaluation is relatively standard or highly deviant and eccentric. 
But even more important is that the role of the folklorist in 
folkloristics is different from that of the folk, and equally legitimate. 
A good folklorist should always present both perspectives, so that 
the reader can see the interpretation of a piece from both points. 
of view. 
There are two other issues related to interpretation which we 
might well discuss at this point. The first is that itenis of folklore 
may, and usually do, have multiple functions. A .functional 
interpretation of the meaning of a piece of folklore is one which 
tries to understand its reason for being in terms of its use. For 
example, many informants may be aware of the political 
significance of ajatre (religious fair). But often, the folklorist.or 
the anthropologist will, on the basis of his or her body of theoretical 
research, be able to see functions of which the participants may 
not be aware. A Zuni rain dance may be thought by the participants 
to be significant only in causing it to rain, while the anthropologist 
may think that its true significance lies in bringing people together 
in a collective, well-organized body in times of crisis (which lack 
of rain would certainly cause). 
The other related point is that symbolic items have multiple 
meaning simultaneously: they are multivocalic. Often when we 
gather interpretations of folklore from informants we get different 
answers. Sometimes the differences derive from their different 
perspectives or roles in the events. Sometimes the different 
perspectives reflect expertise or lack of it. Sometimes they represent 
the informants' focus on particular stages or instances in a series 
of meanings which get transformed in the course of an event. But 
often, folklore items are multivocalic, that is, have multiple levels 
of meaning all at the same time, and different informants speak 
to different levels of meaning. And sometimes the folklorist alone, 
looking at many instances of the use of an item in many different 
contexts, sees associational meanings of a very subtle psychological 
nature which are a part of the item whenever it is used. Informants 
may not be conscious of these levels of meaning, but it is legitimate 
for the folklorist to address them nonetheless. The anthropologist 
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Victor Turner, for example, claims that the colors white, red and 
black have, universal meaning in all cultures, They have a meaning 
derived from human nature itself, deeper than that which any 
particular event attributes to them, or any one culture may be aware 
of. 
Finally, as Dundes points out (1978:49): 
As a final argument for the collection of oral literary criticism, 
I would note the interpretation of the word folklore itself, especially 
among the folk. The meaning of 'folklore' in the phrase 'That's 
just folklore' is similar to one of the meanings of myth, namely 
falsehood, error, and the like. One suspects that it is this pejorative 
connotation which has encouraged some folklorists to consciously 
avoid the term substituting instead, 'verbal or spoken art', 'oral 
or folk literature' and many others. More serious is the fact that 
this folk' interpretation of the word 'folklore' ,makes it difficult 
for the discipline of folklore and its practitioners to gain academic 
status. If folklore is error, then a Ph.D. in folklore is the height 
of folly, and the notion of a whole discipline devoted to error is 
unthinkable i:n the academic context of the search for truth. To 
use the term folklore without an awareness of the folk interpretation 
of the term is unwise. 
Professional Definitions 
For the English-speaking world of professional folklorists, the 
term 'folklore' was coined, as we have said, by William Thoms 
in the nineteenth century, but the concept he labelled is much older 
and had long been associated with romanticist notions of pa~t racial 
glories. Before Thoms, the category was 'popular antiquities'. 
Interest in these dates back to the earliest literature in European 
languages. As early as the thirteenth cen°:lry, Snorri Sturluson, 
an Icelander, studied, collected and preserved a large corpus of 
ska/die verse, the major oral literary genre of the ancient Germanic 
peoples. By that time, Iceland and all of the oth~r Scandinav~an 
countries had been Christian for at least two centunes. Even dunng 
his time, the ska/die literature was regarded as Pagan mythology 
and was in danger of being forgotten. In fact, virtually all but the 
remnants preserved in Snorri's Prose Edda have been lost and his 
collection is today our main source of information on the deities 
of ancient Scandinavia and the poetic forms in which legendary 
!; 
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heroes were remembered. His efforts must be considered scholarly, 
and inspired by the· same motivations we find amongst folklorists 
today. 
Much of what folklore was, or was perceived to be, in the 
nineteenth century stems from older ideas which were put forth 
by the German philanthropist Johann Gottfried Herder 
(1744-1803). Herder, whose German term das Volk (the rolk) 
became pervasive in folklore scholarship, did not conscientiously 
set .out to lay the foundation stones for the academic study of 
folklore. Nevertheless, his general influence on European thought 
was so great that it c~ be seen in the early writings of our 
discipline, not the least of them being the works of the Grimms 
in Germany and E. Lonrott in Finland. Herder battled against 
European classicism which, he felt, viewed 'tradition' as a 
perpetuation of naivete, ignorance and even fanaticism. His 
opponent was the Enlightenment, and the ideas it produced. For 
example, Herder's concept of the 'spirit of nations' stood against 
the Enlightenment's doctrine of national characteristics. Herder 
focused his musings about the folk on art and aesthetics, for he 
saw these items as clear and untainted reflections of each country's 
raw national spirit. He further zeroed in on poetry and language 
as the media of the folk. As G. Cocchiara, quoting Herder, writes 
in his The History of Folklore in Europe, 'the poems of a people 
must be as savage, alive, and free as the people themselves' 
(1981:170-171). Here, Rousseau's 'noble savage' gives rise to 
popular (e.g., 'folk') poetry (ballads, songs, epics, romances, etc.). 
Although Herder was an evolutionist, for he saw the original 
character of art in the 'barbaric stage' of prqgress, his romantic 
ideas strike a familiar and central chord in the history of folklore 
scholarship: namely, that the study of the fol~ should emphasize 
lore, collectivity, aesthetics, nationalism : and primordiality. 
Herder's notion of the 'primitive' and 'popular' were not 
consciously pejorative. He saw 'primitive' as a category of things 
that had the quality of beauty and sincerity, and 'popular' as all 
that was pristine and pure. Both embodied truth, a quality that 
all good people should strive for. But however well-intentioned 
Herder's ideas may have been, they nevertheless placed the folk 
in a time-warp by constructing them to fit a particular romantic 
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notion in vogue during his life. Much of early folklore scholarship 
has these assumptions built into it. 
In a sense, folklore is what folklorists study and folkloristics 
is as folklorists do. Although it is true that there are many folkl.orists 
whose activities are well grounded in theoretical concerns, very 
often, what people who call themselves folklorists do is simply 
collect folklore. Frequently their collections are based more on 
'folk categories', culturally intuitive concepts and categories and 
historical fads, than clearly scientific delineations. Often folklore 
collection is motivated merely by the sales value of the resultant 
publication. This is increasingly the case in America, where 'folk' 
-has itself become both a 'cultural category' in the realm of popular 
culture and a commodity in the market-place. Many folklore 
publications are written in response to popular tastes in a way 
similar to the songs to some of the folk singers. Many collections 
are put together for· the benefit of special groups, especially 
children. This may, in fact, be a healthy complem€;nt to academic 
folkloristics: after all, folklorists, too, are people, 'folks'. 
The definitional problems are not even resolved if we break the 
term 'folklore' into its components, and treat 'folk' and 'lore', 
as subjects of study. One of the most influential contemporary 
folklorists, Alan Dundes, takes this very approach. In his widely 
used text, The Study of Folklore, (Dundes 1965) he redefines 
folklore by defining the two components of the term. 
''The term 'folk' can refer to any group of people whatsoever who 
share at least one common factor. It does not matter what the linking 
factor is - it could be a common occupation, language, or religion 
- but what is important is that a group formed for whatever reason 
still have some traditions which it calls its own.'' 
The term 'lore' is defined by providing a list of potential 
customs: 17 
"Folklore includes myths, legends, folktales, jokes, proverbs, 
riddles, chants, charms, blessings, curses, oaths, insults, retorts, 
taunts, teases, toasts; tongue-twisters, and greeting and leave-taking 
formulas .... It also includes folk costume, folk dance, folk drama 
(and mime), folk art, folk belief (or superstition), folk medicine, 
folk instrumental music (eg. fiddle tunes), folksongs (e.g., lullabies, 
ballads), folk speech (e.g., slang), folk similes (e.g., blind as a 
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bat), folk metaphors (e.g., to paint the town red), and names 
(e.g., nicknames and place names). Folk poetry ranges from oral 
epics to autograph-book verse, epitaphs, latrinalia (writings on the 
walls of public bathrooms), limericks, ball-bouncing rhymes, jump-
rope rhymes, finger and toe rhymes, dandling rhymes (to bounce 
children on the knee), counting-out rhymes (to determine who will 
be 'it' in games), ·and nursery rhymes. The list of folklore forms 
also contains games; gestures; symbols; prayers (e.g., graces); 
practical jokes; folk etymologies; food recipes; quilt and 
embroidery designs; house, barn and fence types; street vendor's 
cries; and even the traditional conventional sounds used to 
summon animals or to give them commands. There are such minor 
forms as mnemonic devices (e.g., the ·name Roy G. Biv to 
remember the colors of the spectrum in order), envelope sealers 
(e.g., SW AK- Sealed With A Kiss), and the traditional comments 
made after body emissions (e.g., after burps or sneezes). There 
are such major forms as festivals and special day (or -ho1iday) 
customs (e.g., Christmas, Halloween, and birthday). This list 
provides a sampling of the forms of folklore. It does not include 
all the forms." 
But there are major problems with this definition. If 'folk' can 
mean any group and if by 'lore' we can mean a comprehensive 
list of particular human aesthetic and symbolic activities, then we 
haven't really defined anything: 18 
Another major problem lies in the term 'folk'. If we were to 
provide a list of groups similar to Dundes' list of lore, how are 
we to decide what groups are to be included and what groups 
excluded? Surely, we would want to distinguish between some 
who are and some who are not, 'folks'. Certainly people use the 
term 'folk' to demarcate a social class. 19 But are those who are 
the 'folk' of one culture demarcated the same way in other cultures? 
Social anthropologists assure us that each society defines its classes 
differently. Only where we have world-wide industrialization can 
we even begin to think of truly comparable classes in different 
societies. But does that mean 'folk' and 'folklore' are products 
of industrialization? In one sense it may well mean just that. 20 As 
we have seen in the Introduction and earlier in this chapter, folklore 
arises as a definable subject of study, a discipline, only under such 
conditions. People only begin to notice their folklore and want 
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to collect and preserve it when they have become separated from 
it, as A. K. Ramanujan is fond of pointing out with reference to 
India. 
Does what is called folklore in one culture have any• 
comparability to what may be labelled folklore in another culture? 
Often we only deceive ourselves by saying they do so because they 
are translated bj· the same English term. In a culture with little 
differentiation of classes, such as the Bushmen of South Africa, 
is the term 'folk' meaningful? 21 In a language such as Tulu, which 
lacks a script, is everything 'lore'? The Tuluvas have one of the 
highest literacy rates in India, but Kannada, an entirely separate 
language, is what they have read and written for centuries. 22 Does 
that mean they have maintained Tulu entirely as a folk language? 
In these situations, we clearly cannot compare what is specifically 
defined as a segment of a population or a language with something 
else which is the whole of a population or a language. 
Even the notion of 'lore' is hard to define. One of the issues 
in the forefront of Indian folkloristics today concerns the notion 
of 'lore' and within it, 'genre': does a term such as 'epic', defined 
initially on the basis of European forms, have applicability all over 
the world? What amongst the long, narrative songs in Indian oral 
traditions correspond to the European forms called epic? Are the 
different forms which may be identified as epics found in different 
Indian regional cultures comparable? They have different terms 
(ka,tha in Telugu, ka,thai Tamil, paddana in Tulu, pattu in Kerala, 
git and naca in Chhattisgarhi, etc.), none of which are exactly 
translatable as 'epic'. And is it possible, or even likely, that there 
is some universal form we can call 'epic'? 
And there are some widely held misconceptions about 'lore' even 
in folklorist circles. The most common definition of folklore is 
that it is transmitted orally. However, in literate cultures, such 
as Indian and European, there is almost no material which has 
been purely ciral in its chain of transmission. 23 Investigation almost 
always shows that unless there are strict prohibitions involved, 
narrative contents (stories) pass back and forth from oral to literary 
forms. Most of us have read Cinderella from books and tell it to 
our children. The Jataka, tales exist in both literary and oral culture. 
Peter Claus collected some folktales in Tulu from an illiterate 
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woman only to find out later that she had heard them years ago 
from a village school teacher, who read them in a Kannada book. 
Are they folktales? Are they Tulu folktales?! Yes. She has now 
repeatedly told them to her friends and relative~ and there is nothing 
strange about the fact that these tales have come to her from a 
source in another language, or from a literary source. These are 
common occurrences in the life history of. almost all folktales. 
And not all that is transmitted orally fits the term 'folk' very 
comfortably. The Vedas are orally transnntted, but are they 
transmitted by 'folk'? Some would say, 'Yes'. Alan Dundes would 
define folk as any definable group which shares a common interest 
and lore. 24 So there are urban folk, occupationally-defined folk 
(such as academics), ethnically-defined folk, and so on. And he 
would quickly point out that there are forms of folklore which are 
simply not transmitted orally. Types of dance and visual designs 
are examples. Even types of writj.ng - graffiti, for example -
qualify as folklore. The American folk-song is generally transmitted 
via radio and stereo systems, and even when performed, is sent 
out over microphones. This is now often tlie case in India as well. 
It is important to remember· that terms must be defined in context. 
Any person can be a member of different folk groups during given 
times and in given pl~ces. ~y strict definition is thus bound to 
exclude someone or something. When· this happens, we unduly 
ignore data that might be. useful to our research . .Minimal, open-
ended definitions are more useful as working hypotheses. Perhaps· 
Dan Ben-Amos' widely accepted definition of folklore as 'artistic 
communication in small groups' is the least exclusive one to date. 
It takes both the sociological and the aesthetic dimensions into 
consideration, while allowing for definitional changes in certain 
situations. But, again, no definition is complete, for we can 
reasonably ask ourselves how small a 'small group' must be. 
It is, perhaps, better to define 'folkloristics' as a perspective 
or a way oflooking at things, or a mode of asking questions. This 
allows for the. whole universe of human creativity to fall within 
its purview, and avoids the hasty rejection of valuable data 
'that inevitably occurs when we define things. Definitions h'create 
fences', as Jonathan Z. Smith would say, which keep neig boors_ 
out of our home domain. But there is nothing iptrinsically folkloric 
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in the realm of human experience, and we, as folklorists, create 
the objects of our study through our concepts and theories. 25 The 
multidisciplinary nature of folkloristics requires us to explore 
objects, ideas and events which lie on the other side of our academic 
fence. 
While we are at it, it may be useful to dispel some other common 
misconceptions: 
1. The Age of Folklore: Many folk forms are not very old or 
ancient. And some pieces which appear to be recent may tum_out 
to be very old. It is impossible to ,say how old a piece is without 
exhaustive research. 
A few examples from India and America will help to clarify 
this point. Murray Emeneau, the eminent Dravidologist, published 
an article in which he reports an incident concerning a certain Kota 
man named Kalaypucn and his pet mongoose (1940:503-513). 
Emeneau gives us the core of the story: 
On one occasion, Kalaypucn and another of his classificatory 
brothers, Kormukn, went in the early morning to do some business 
. at the nearby Toda village of Toror with their Toda economic 
partner Sirjar .... While Kalaypucn was away, his wife Pucgin, the 
child Tol, and the mongoose basked and played in the sun on the 
veranda of the house for a while. The child fell asleep at about 
the time when Pucgin had to go to the village water-channel for 
water for the cooking of the midday meal. She laid the sleeping 
child in the usual place, the floor under the broad bench in the 
main room of the house, and went off with her water-pot, leaving 
the door open and telling the mongoose to look after the child. 
As soon as she had gone, a snake glided into the room, and was 
attacked and killed by the mongoose, which bit it into pieces, ate 
some of it, and then went out to the veranda and resumed. its basking 
in the sun. When Pucgin returned with her full water-pot on her 
head, she saw that the mongoose's mouth was smeared with blood, 
thought that it had killed the baby and threw down on it the full 
water-pot, which crushed the mongoose to death. Then she rushed 
into the house, found the baby playing happily, and saw the pieces 
of snake lying around. 
This is none other than the classic tale called 'The Brahman and 
the Mongoose' from book five of the Panchatantra. The tale is 
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well-documented in other parts oflndia, and is known as far west 
as Wales, where it goes by the title 'Llewellyn and his faithful 
hound Gelert'. The characters in all of the versions are different, 
· but the progression of the core narrative is virtually the same in 
each. In the Kota case, the story has been modified and adapted 
to the local context. What is truly unique and remarkable about 
the Kota rendition is that it was originally reported as a true-event 
which took place eighteen years prior to the recorded telling in 
1937! Could it be that the older Indian story.was originally a true 
incident? We have no way of knowing this, but it is an intriguing 
possibility. In this example, we have a contemporary news report 
with an ancient precedent. This is a case of a narrative which was 
thought to be 'new', until it was discovered that it had very old 
roots in a different sociocultural environment. 26 
We also find examples of verbal art which are thought to be 
ancient, but are, in reality, quite new. Very often, but not 
necessarily, tales of this sort result from the physical encounters 
between different cultures. The host culture often becomes 
subjugated by a colonial force which introduces new aspects of 
life into the aboriginal context. The result of such a forceful 
encounter is inevitable change. This change, however, is often 
incorporated in a most creative way. The following Navajo poem 
is an excellent example of the creative potential to deal with radical 
change: 
Its feet are made of mirage. 
Its gait was a rainbow. 
Its bridle of sun strings. 
Its heart was made of red stone. 
Its intestines were made of water of all kinds. 
Its tail of black rain. 
Its mane was a cloud of a little rain. 
Distant lightning composed its ears. 
A big spreading twinkling star formed its eye and striped its face. 
Its lower legs were white. 
At night beads formed its lips. 
White shell formed its teeth. 
A black flute was put into its mouth for a trumpet. 
Its belly was made of dawn, one side white, one side black. 
(as quoted in Gill, 1982, 140). 
• Folk, Folklore and Folkloristics 37 
· In this beautiful poem the horse is seen as an archetypal animal, 
whose physical form embodies the cosmos. Yet even though we 
generally _ assume that myths and mythical songs express a 
primordial reality which transcends human time, we cannot ignore 
the fact that there were no horses· in North America prior to the 
Spanish conquest of the American southwest only four centuries 
ago. The horse is·a relatively new creature on the Navajo landscape, 
but they have sensitively assimilated it into their sacred traditions 
by giving the horse a status of cosmic proportions. The poem gives 
the horse a status which suggests that 'its presence in Navajo culture 
is much more ancient than its historical introduction into North 
America. 
Native American genres of verbal art have often been viewed 
as highly static in form _and composition until very recently, yet 
time and time again we find an incredible amount of diversity and 
plasticity in their narratives. 'The Cock and the Mouse' story, an 
old world Italian folktale introduced by the ethnographer Frank 
H. Cushing into the collective repertoire of Zuni male story tellers 
during the summer of 1886, is another example of a new tale. But 
in this instance, the tale is retold to express the Zuni world-Yiew. 
Cushing told his European version of the short tale during a story 
telling session, and returned one year later to attend another similar 
event. He heard the 'same' tale that he ·had told, narrated by a 
Zuni. Much to his surprise, the 'new' version was five times longer 
than his, incorporating a completely new and unique conclusion 
to the story, one that expresses many aspects of Zuni medicinal 
beliefs and p\ractices. 27 
These three examples sensitize us to the fact that the oldness 
or newness of any given item of tradition should never be taken 
for granted. 'lhe Brahman and the Mongoose' appears centuries 
later in a new guise, 'The Cock and the Mouse' becomes 
transformed in less than one year, and the Navajo horse poem 
clothes a recent phenomenon in an old tradition. It is impossible 
to say how old an item ofartistic expression is without exhaustive 
research. 
2. Folklore and origins: Probably all folk forms (and literary 
ones too) exist in multiple versions. It is usually meaningless to 
ask which one of the versions is correct or authentic ot oldest: 
I.: ' ' r 
I 
. ! 
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· Modem folklorists rarely ask these questions any more for anwers 
to them are usually based on personal opinion, folk conventions 
or incomplete. information. In fact, one learns more from 
investigating the differences between versions - if we allow that 
there are versions and each has an interesting reason for existing. 
3. Folklore and memory: Folklore is rarely memorized and 
repeated verbatim in each performance. Differences arise not out 
of a failure to remember, but because the performer re-creates 
the piece for each occasion, for each audience. The performer's 
recall and his/her skill at working within the tradition do affect 
. the outcome of a performance event, producing variance, but there 
are other important factors, as well. The performer draws upon 
the past, bu{ infuses it with elements of the p;esent, pertinent to 
contemporary situations and audience. interests. the performer must 
make the tradition meaningful to each perfonµance situation, or 
risk losing the audience's interest and having the tradition die for 
lack· of patronage. In most_ traditions, variability is not only 
important; but essential. And the folklorist muststudy the processes 
of a tradition to see what produces variation as well as stability. 
4. Folklore and collective representation. The ongoing tradition 
thus represents both the individual performer and the community. 
Each performance event is a sort of negotiation between the 
community (and often between different elements within the 
-community) and the performer. While the performer has control 
over the performance, the community has control over the tradition: 
if they don't like the performance, or its interpretation, they cease 
attending it, or refuse to acknowledge its author as a practitioner. 
Folklore is thus an emergent phenomenon. It is a complex 
process that is shaped, evaluated and re-created in each 
performance. But several criteria are involvedJn the judgement 
of a performance: aesthetic, social, political, economic, and so 
on. Each tradition has its criteria of community judgement and 
each community has its different socio-cultural characteristics. 
And for very few traditions do we have good information on the 
factors which influence community judgement. Certainly, notions 
of folklore representing the 'collective mind' or 'collective 
consciousness' or 'the culture' or 'the people' are far too simplistic 
for modem folkloristics. For many folk traditions it may be difficult 
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to find a consistent and articulate community opinion. Members 
of the community either attend the performance or they don't. Each 
may have his own reason. Since traditions wax .and wane in 
popularity, folklorists must be conscientious about interviewing 
members of the community for their impressions of performances 
they attend or don't attend. For some traditions, however, there 
are spokesmen for the community judgement: critics. But this 
situation doesn't make the folklorist's job any easier, for 
critics may differ among themselves and some may represent 
the community better than others. It is unwise for folklorists to 
become critics themselves or to favour one critic's opinion over 
another. It is usually best to represent all the performers, critics 
and.patrons in one's attempt to describe the continuing nature of 
·the tradition. 
It would thus seem that a folk tradition ( or rather event) has 
several dimensions, or contexts, to which we must attend if we 
are to understand it. These are: 28 
a. The cultural context: By this is meant all of the cultural 
knowledge one must possess to fully understand a piece of folklore 
and what it means to the people who transmit it. This includes 
the understanding of the language and the use of special linguistic 
forms - not just the meaning of the words of a piece, but also 
of the social references it may make - references to particular 
customs and beliefs, the symbolic and metaphori_cal dimensions 
of items such as a game (see e.g. Claus, 1987 on the symbolism 
of the game of cenne mane in Tulu culture) and much more. 
b. The performance context: By this is meant the social and 
temporal contexts as well as the location in which a piece of folklore 
is performed. A large and important part of this· is the social 
context-the social status of the performer and the social make-up 
of the audience. But the temporal context is important as well, 
and includes aspects of the time of the year and the time of the 
day. Many pieces depend on the location (e.g., in a house, on 
a stage) and often the location is elaborately altered in preparation 
for a performance, as in the case of many rituals and festivals. 
We will have much more to say about this in later chapters. 
c. The individual context: Folklore does not just exist in a 
society, it exists in the lives of individuals. But no one is oniy 
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a ·student or a teacher of some folk tradition; they are also sons 
and daughters, mothers and fathers, friends, neighbours, villagers 
and have many other specific roles as well. Many of their 
experiences in these roles go into their performances . .There is 
always a psychological element in the re-creation of a tradition. 
As Elliot Oring (1986: 138) puts it: 
Within the body of narratives traditional to a particular society and 
appropriate for performance on any particular occasion, why does 
a performer choose to perform a particular narrative? Why does 
he favor certain narratives over others? What is the nature of his 
relationship to the narrative as an individual? Here we must begin 
to examine the dispositions and life experiences of the narrators 
themselves. We must look at them as more than the mere 
representatives of particular cultural traditions-or s~cial statuses 
and begin to situate the narratives which they tell in the contexts 
of unique individual histories. 
We will explore some of the implications of this psychological 
dimension to folklore in chapter 5. 
d. The comparative context: It is rare, if not impossible, to 
find an item of folklore that is totally unique to a particular culture. 
To fully understand a piece of folklore one must go beyond the 
particular event and often beyond the particular culture in which 
the event takes J?lace. Tales about catastrophic floods, for example, 
are told the world over. Particular psychological configurations, 
such as the Oedipus complex, are found fo tales of virtually every 
land. Specific motifs and tales can be found in many, many 
countries. Why? How did these situations come about? .What can· 
we say .about an item of folklore we find in different cultures? 
Before we can answer these questions we hcive to study the items 
in a comparative perspective. And folkloristics, over the past. 
century or more, has developed one of the most extensive data 
bases for the comparison of cultural materials of any sort. It is 
there waiting to be used. 
. Conclusion 
We have covered a great deal in this chapter, some of it familiar, 
some of it new, but all, we hope, will provoke the readers to rethink 
their pres~mptions and conceptions of the nature of the folk, of 
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folklore and of folkloristics. Much of this material will' be 
elaborated upon in subsequent chapters. In a nutshell, within the 
· study of folklore, we include the study of culture, history and 
psychology.• These represent the three .fundamental dimensions in 
which expression exists. What forms and shapes any expression 
is the past (history, tradition), the outer context (culture) and the. 
inner motivation (psychology). And there are always other pertinent 
lines of enquiry - political ·structure, economics, geography and 
others. 
So in the view of many scholars, the ·definition of folklore is 
breaking down; or opening up. The two words separately - folk 
and lore - no longer define the field: folk means anyone and lore 
means anything. One must keep in mind, however, that many 
people are struggling to retain the word 'folklore' in order to 
maintain a discipline in which they have a vested interest. 
Some scholars are willing to throw out the term 'folklore' (but 
then, they are usually not folklorists!) They would argue that we 
don't need this label to study the structure of aesthetic traditions, 
the processes of their transmission and the nature of their 
performance. And it is true that often, when we use the label, we 
fall prey to some of the morally objectionable associations we 
discussed earlier in this chapter: colonial definitions of the folk; 
folklore as other people's falsehoods, ignorance and superstitions; 
or the classification of folk based on caste. But folklore does 
identify a level of culture, 'another harmony', as it has been put 
recently, which is too often neglected by other disciplines. 
Most anthropologists, although they do extensive work in Indian 
folklore, studiously try to avoid the terms 'folk' and 'lore'. They 
regard 'folk' as a societal term, a class term, as we have said. 
When the aesthetic tradition is of interest to them, it is defined 
on the basis of its distinctive features in relation to other aesthetic 
traditions. They are willing to discard the term folklore altogether, 
if it fails to distinguish a meaningfully comparable subject matter. 
But then, they have little vested interest in keeping the term or 
maintaining the discipline. However, this doesn't imply that they 
should stop collecting and analyzing the religious and oral traditions 
as they have been doing. What it does mean is that we all have 
to work harder at defining the particular social and performance 
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contexts and 'textual' (not meaning written texts) forms more 
carefully as parts of a larger system of texts and performances. 
Disciplines, like theories, have to adapt to new, more useful, 
more productive paradigms. The terms 'folk', 'lore' and 'folklore' 
may have become mere platitudes, an excuse for original thought, 
appropriate to the situation. Very often they are terms which are 
used as a substitute for .real analysis. They are simply labels, and 
who wants labels that leave the users confused asto the contents? 
. Despite the enormous efforts of folklorists to work out a reliable 
definition of the terms, the terms still have only a vague and loose 
reference. As such it is not worthwhile trying to pin them down 
in particular instances. Trying to fit complex situations into simple 
temis is a waste of time, and there are so many more valuable 
things tq be doing. 
NOTES 
1. There have been many attempts to define 'folklore'. Many have taken the 
position that there must be a single unified definition, based on an empirically 
universal phenomenon. The observation that there are subtle differences 
·in the way folklorists understand the term in different cuitural contexts argues 
for an historically as well as culturally releyant discussion of the term. Our 
discussion in this chapter concentrates on the latter. Recent discussions of 
the history of folkloristics· in india may be found in Ramanujan and Blackburn 
(1986), Ramanujan (1987), Claus (1985), Handoo (1979), Pande (1963), 
Islam (1974). One of the more recent general definitions and modern 
discussion is that of Ben-Amos (1972). 1 
2. , For an excellent analysis of the history of the term' Volkskunde in Germany. 
see Mary Beth Stein 1987. i 
3. For a concise review of the term 'folklore', see theientry in the International 
Dictionary of Regional European Ethrwlogy and Folklore, Volume 1 (1960, 
Copenhagen: Rosenkilde & Bogger): pp. 135-4j\. 
4. The original article has been republished in Dundes 1965. 
5. For a more lengthy discussion of the development ,hf folkloristics in Bengal, 
see Korom (1989). Islam (1974,1970) and Dorson (1968) have important 
sections on the history of Bengali folkloristics and Indian folklore scholarship 
in general. 
6. In fact, the concept, the term and its definition did not become an issue 
until 1956 when the journal Folklore, published in Calcutta, consciously 
set out to draw the parameters of their study. That year S. K. Chatterjee 
suggested lok yana as an equivalent in a column which he contributed to 
the journal. Even-so, the presuppositions inherent in his definitions derived 
Folk, Folklore and .Folkloristics 43 
from a British model. Earlier attempts to do thlS by positivists such as D, 
H. Moutray Read and Sarat Chandra Roy in 1921, were prompted and guided 
by British members of the London Folklore Society. As late as 1932 Roy 
still lamented that Folk-Lore and Tradition were not taken seriously by 
students of history, but happily acknowledged that tradition was gradually 
becoming a subject of investigation and discussion by the Indian Science 
Congress and the Oriental Conference as well as the Bombay Historical 
Congress. Even with the domineering presence of the British scholars, the 
emphasis on the historical dimension of 'tradition' suggests a pre-Thomsian 
.'popular antiquities' as the object ·of study. These pre-Independence 
definitions were developed and applied by the British researchers in India 
and utilized only by indigenous scholars who were either trained by 
orientalists and antiquarians or shared their vision oflrtdia's past generally 
and Bengal's specif!cally. _ 
The romantic nationalists who carried out folklore studies at that time 
had no such conception. This is attested to by the fact that there are no 
. equivalents for the term 'folklore' in any of the north Indian vernacular 
• languages which are derived from Sanskrit. The claim that the term Lok 
vartd parallels the term folklore is unfounded. At best, the term Lok varta 
· is ambiguous. The term lok sahitya was, ahd still is, more popular in north 
Ifl.dia. It gained currency in Bengal during the era of Rabindranath Tagore, 
and . has continued to influence modern Bengali interpretations of what 
folklore is or ought to be. The term 'folk literature,' however, delimits the 
field of inquiry to those elements of lore that are deemed worthy ·of study 
by the literati. Prior to 1956 there was no concrete conception of 'folklore' 
in Bengal. Numerous attempts were made to find an Indian synonym for 
'folklore', but scholars gradually realized that these terms only obscured 
the issues. This is a debate which is still going on today, as is witnessed 
by Mazharul Islam's recent attempt to suggest that the loan term Lok Lor 
(i.e., folk lore) should be used, since there are no exact equivalents to 'lore' 
in Bengali (Islam 1985). All of these uncertainties should suggest a distinct 
sense of ambivalence towards the 'stuff of folklore, the nomenclature that 
should be used to describe its study, and the Lok themselves. 
7. This, of course, is a philosophically debatable contention. Here we µiean 
by it only the trivial notion that oral and performative aesthetic traditions 
are perpetuated independently of their recognition by academics. 
8. See p.59f, next chapter, for further discusslon of the tendency to both 
romanticizt; and undervalue folklore in _ear!y folklore theory. 
, 9. There are, all over America, but especially in cities and amongst relatively 
well-educated people, small groups formed around an interest in specific · 
folk arts, such as dance, quilting, singing, story-telling and the like. OQ 
the whole, they engage in the folk performance of their choice for personal 
reasons. In other aspects of their life, they, themselves, are not what one 
could call 'folk' in the sense that these normally rural, ethnic or historic 
folk arts reflect. 
44 Folkloristics and Indian Folklore 
10. The study of the traditions of American ethnic groups over time is complex 
in its own right. Elliot Oring, in a recent article entitled 'American Ethnic 
Groups and Ethnic Folklore' defines ethnic folklore as: '.folklore which plays 
a part in the definition of ethnic groups, which comments upon or governs 
the interaction between different ethnic groups, which contribu\es to the 
sense of an ethnic identity or which constitutes and contributes to any 
ethnically based action.' (1986:33). 
11. And they are further influenced by the way folklorists have defined the idea 
of folk in those countries. 
12. Somewhat the same is true of Native American identity today and they have 
not even emigrated from a foreign country ! 
13. Within the ethnic group ethnic folklore may express group identity and group 
membership, an extended sense of the family, people like me, people who 
include me and accept my family values. 
14. Ethnic stereotypes often can have the impact of a slur on a person's character 
and background. Often ethnic references are used in a pejorative, derogatory 
sense. Americans are very sensitive to these issues. 
15. The prefix 'ethno-' is often used in compounds such as ethno-botany (folk-
botany) and, generally, ethnoscience. The effort here is to try to picture 
the world as the people of a culture conceptualize it. For example, McKim 
Marriot, an anthropologist at the University of Chicago, has been exploring 
the use of the threefold guna system as a fundamental ethnoscientific 
perspectivy in South Asia. He uses this then to understand the notion of 
the person in a South Asian perspective, piecing together an ethnosociology 
and ethnopsychology. For details, see Man;iot 1989. The prefix is not, 
however, used altogether consistently in anthropology: the term ethno-
psychiatry means not so much the science of psychiatry from the perspective 
of a particular culture as merely the cross-cultural study of psychiatric illness 
and curing practices. 
16. For a thoughtful and widely accepted definition of folklore in context, see 
Ben-Amos 1972. 
17. Dundes recognizes that a list approach is insufficient, though. "Of course, 
for this definition to be complete, each form would have to be individually 
defined. Unfortunately, some of the major forms, such as myths and folktale, 
require almost book-length definitions ... " (Dundes 1965:3). 
18. For a major criticism of Dundes' definition of folklore along similar lines 
see Oring 1986 Chapter 1. 
19. See Jansen 1959 (reprinted in Dundes, ed. 1965, pp. 43-51) for a longer 
discussion of the social dimensions of the term 'folk'. The published 
exchange between anthropologist William Bascom and folklorist Archer 
Taylor (also reprinted in Dundes, 1965, pp. 25-42) is also relevant. 
20. This is not to say that the "stuff'' of folklore does not exist in other societal 
forms. Even in highly egalitarian, pre-urban societies, there are rich and 
sophisticated traditions of all sorts. In many instances, particular folktale 
types, for example, it has been shown that there is no discontinuity between 
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items in the repertoire of such cultures and that of cultures with a peasant 
class. 
21. Anthropologist William.Bascom (1953; reprinted in Dundes, ed. 1965) 
makes a similar point. In such cultures folklore would be synonymous with 
culture, since there would be no distinction between groups on the basis 
of technology, Uiteracy, occupation, etc. The only distinction would be those 
between men and women - men's lore and women's lore - and on the 
basis of age, children's lore and adult lore. Any identification of one of 
these as opposed to another as 'folklore', would be extremely misleading. 
22. There are some Tulu palm~leaftexts, but they are very rare and must have 
had very limited circulation. The growing body of Tulu literature one can 
find today is a twentieth century phenomenon, using a modified Kannada 
script introduced by the Basil Missionaries in the ninteenth century to 
translate the Bible and propagate Christianity. 
23. See Francis Lee Utley 1961 (reprinted in Dllndes 1965 pp.7-24) for a 
discussion ofth~ relationship between oral and written traditions. Vansfoa 
1985 (a substantial revision of his classic 1961 publication), al.so contains 
an important discussion of these relationships. The ·course of Indian 
folkloristics contains many examples of classic tales in current folk oral 
use: see, e.g., Emeneau 1940. 
24. While Dundes would probably not discount the Vedas as folklore on the 
grounds that they were not created by 'folk', he probably would eliminate 
them on the grounds that they haven't the property'of 'variablity' (existing 
in multiple variants; see page 25ff, this chapter), which he claims characterizes 
folklore all around the world. 
25. For more on this, see Koroni 1988. 
26. Emeneau uses this example to make a strong case for independent invention · 
or polygenesis. This is an issue to which we shall return again. 
27. For this text, and an account of this story, see Cushing 1901. See also the 
comments on this tale by Dundes (1965:269-276) and Gill (1982:45-50). 
28. These contexts are based on those identified by Oring 1986. 
I 
CHAPTER THREE 
Evolutionism, Devolutionism and :oiffusionism 
IN the next few chapters we shall introduce some of the basic lines 
of thought upon which contemporary folkloristics has been 
, developed. Over the century and a half that folldoristics has grown 
into a professional field of inquiry, scholars with many different 
backgrounds have used collections of folklore to test their theories_ 
and to offer their ideas and insights. While many of the specific 
ideas have been shown to be faulty, these lines of thought ate 
nevertheless a part of the folklorist's knowledge, and even the 
errors made by earlier generations of theorists have contributed 
important lessons for subsequent generations of scholars. In our 
discussion of these theories, we shall include examples of the 
scholarship on which they are based and criticism of some of the 
their basic tenets. We shall more or less follow a chronological 
order, allowing the reader to trace many of the historical debates 
as one set of theories replaces another. In the end, our own 
theoretical preferences will be made clear through the criticisms 
we make of our predecessors. Our stance on these issues is, of 
course, not ours alone: we feel it is reflective of the best of 
contemporary folkloristic theory. 
In the West, and especially in America, folkloristics is seen as 
an independent, but thoroughly interdisciplinary field of inquiry, 
combining the latest theories and insights of anthropology, 
psychology, linguistics, history and literary analysis, amongst 
others. While folkloristics has carved out its own focus and subject 
matter, it draws heavily from these disciplines for theory and 
methodology. As a result, the discipline strives to be thoroughly 
up-to-date in a variety of contemporary intellectual currents. Even 
elementary folklore textbooks (see e.g., Dundes 1965, Dorson 
1972, Oring 1986) and introductory courses reflect this 
interdisciplinary approach (a feature which often;makes them ideal 
. candidates for general education curricula). At: the graduate and 
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post doctoral levels, folkloristfo research tends to be informed by 
a broad range of contemporary theory and it adheres to the same 
sorts of methodological standards one finds in other social sciences 
and humanities. 
The past two decades have witnessed a tremendous resurgence 
of interest in folklore in many parts of India. The initiative in this 
movement has generally been with departments of regional 
languages and literature. As a result, regional folklore is seen as 
a part of regional history, culture and literature. Courses on folklore 
are usually taught by faculty originally trained in the literature of 
a particular Indian language. Research on regional folklor~, 
including research on folk society, folk religion and folk arts, 1s 
dominated by scholars of these departments, and doctoral research 
on folklore continues to be promoted primarily in these 
programmes. It is not surprising, therefore, to find that folklore 
collection is often centred around regional historical interests and 
dominated by theoretical assumptions associated with the 
evolutionary. view that oral traditions are historical antecedents 
of literary ones. It is also often text-oriented, ignoring ~any 
dimensions of the contexts we outlined at the end of the previous 
chapter. Furthermore, this regional folklore is thought to be of 
interest only to scholars of a particul~r region and even within 
India relatively little of the massive collection effort ever gets 
translated into other Indian or international- languages .. 
As a result of the tendencies above, regional collections of Indian 
folklore have received far less attention both nationally .and 
internationally than they deserve and Indian folkloristics has grown 
up in a relatively specialized and insulated intellectual environment, 
with a heavy reliance on evolutionary theories. In this, it resembles 
the early days of European and American folkloristics. Alan Dun~' 
recent summary of this period in Western folkloristics charactenzes 
much of the folklore scholarship one finds practiced in many parts 
of India today (Dundes 1987:4): · 
It was in the nineteenth century that currents of nationalism and 
romanticism combined . . . to encourage selected individuals to 
collect the oral traditions (folktales, legends, folksongs, proverbs, 
riddles, cliarms, children's games, etc.) from peasant informants, 
It was believed that these traditi_ons were survivals from earlier 
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ages and that they were dying out. Hence there was some urgency 
· to record and preserve the old customs, beliefs, ballads, and the 
like before ther disappeared forever. 
Younger Indian folklorists have felt the lack of a broad theoretical 
base for their understanding and now desire training in ethnography 
and a background in the theories of social science. They no longer 
wish to see their discipline confined to narrow, antiquarian issues, 
but instead they desire to contribute not only to the dialogue of 
th_eir international colleagues in folkloristics, but also to the 
discourse of contemporary Indian intellectual circles. They want 
to demonstrate (to borrow a phrase of A.K. Ramanujan) 'the 
relevance of folklore' .1 
In view of this, we have debated whether it is wise to put at 
the beginning of the section on theory a discussion of a topic -
the varieties of evolutionism - which is -so outmoded in the West 
that it is not even a part of folkloristics today. As it was generally 
practised even by well-meaning scholars, it was crude, ethnocentric 
and demeaning of the very people and subjects it pretended to care 
for. It had a 'hidden agenda' subtly motivated by the social ideology 
of its perpetrators. Why start out with what has been shown to 
be so faulty? The only real justification is that this is the theoretical 
position we find many Indian folklorists still taking today. It is, 
in our opinion, the root of many problems in Indian folkloristics 
and it exemplifi~s many of the deficiencies of Indian folkloristic 
practice. If Indian folkloristics is to develop a more modem 
outlook, it must understand and then divest itself of this mode of 
thinking. So in a sense this is the beginning, not only of 
international folkloristics, but also a point from which Indian 
folkloristics must depart in order to start anew. 
First let us outline the nineteenth century theories put forth by 
some of the more influential writers. We will then tum briefly 
to a discussion of the social and ideological context in which these 
theories arose. Finally, we will look at the use of these very same 
ideas in contemporary Indian writings and consider why they should 
still be popular here when they have been rejected elsewhere. 
The Questions of Age and Origin 
In Western social science research, interest in the origins of folk 
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. material based· on evolutionary theory went out of fashion in the 
1930s. Evolutionism is now rejected by all _inodem Western 
theories, and with good_ reasons. This kind of thinking is 
demonstrably too unsound and misguided for a scholarly discipline. 
Evolutionism did not begin with Darwin. It had long been a part 
of European thought and may be found in most cultures. It tries 
to account for differences between cultures by encouraging one 
to see one's own culture superior to others. It accounts for the 
difference observed to · exist between cultures in terms of the 
advanced state of one's own culture. Other cultures are seen as 
earlier, primitive stages of one's own more progre_ssive culture. 
It is thus inherently ethn0ventric. 
The age of exploration and colonization brought Europeans into 
contact with other cultures. The first reports of travellers to these 
lands of the_ 'other' conveyed distorted and fantastic impressions 
to those back home. Later, missionary reports and economic 
ventures encouraged conquest, rule and administration of other 
peoples. The popular European conception of the 'other' was that 
they were inferior, at an arrested stage of development, ignorant 
of even 'proper' modes of behaviour and dress, in need of uplifting 
to become more like themselves. In relation to themselves, the 
'other' was like a child, in need of care, firm management and 
education. Thus, even before Darwin, evolutionary thought 
characterized and stimulated much of nineteenth century W ester_n 
imperialism. 2 
One of the most famous of the early 'Orientalists', Max Muller, 
not only gave us the famous Sacred Books of the East, but also 
developed a theory of the origin and evolution of language, myth 
and religion. II). its crudest form it resembles evolutionist ideas 
commonly found in certain Indian folkloristic writing today. 
Although Indian linguists have long since abandoned his ideas of 
the origin and'. development of language in favour of more 
sophisticated structural and generative linguistics, amateur Indian 
folklorists ar,e often attracted to the romantic flavour of Muller's 
theories. 
In the beginning, said Muller, primitive man was struck with 
wonder and awe by the enormous forces of nature. From these 
emotions came speech, language, myth, poetry, dance and ritual 
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So it is that the earliest recorded religious text, the Rig Veda, 
contains hyQllls to deities of the Sun, the Dawn, the Thunder, etc. 
Over time, this kernel of emotional expression became the 
mythology of an anthropomorphic pantheon, the religion of 
polytheism. And still later, it developed into monotheism, with 
one God representing the control of natural forces and the destiny 
of man. Humanity then developed a more abstract, rational 
understanding of the forces of nature characteristic of modem 
scientific and philosophical cosmology. 
It is as~umed that we can still see the earlier stages of this 
evolution in the myths and tales of primitives and peasants. It is 
the job of the analyst, the scholar, to uncover tpe original kernel 
of thought, and to use this to trace the evolutiort of particular sets 
of ideas. This constitutes an explanation of Sorts, but it is an 
explanation already pre-determined by the ~ighly speculative 
theory: ; 
A second, competing form of evolutionisn:i stems from the 
writings of E. B. Tylor. 3 Turning to reportslof contemporary 
primitive people of Africa, Australia, Asia and the New World, 
he argued that even the most ancient textual material is a much 
later development than Muller conceived. Their animistic religions, 
characterized by a central belief in souls, are more primitive than 
the emotional outpourings Muller talks about. Religion began, 
according to Tylor, with a process of reasoning. When we sleep 
and dream, we somehow travel and meet friends and relatives under 
strange circumstances. Some we encounter are the deceased, some 
do us harm. When we are ill and delirious, too, our souls wander, 
When they fail to return, we die. Animals and trees also contain 
souls, life forces, it was reasoned. This, then, was the origin of 
religion, in a process of reasoning which extends to the present. 
Again, the job of the analyst is to reveal in the stories, folk tales 
and myths of people the kernel of these primitive ideas. 
A third form of evolutionism stems from the . American 
anthropologist, Lewis Henry Morgan. He was less concerned with 
religion and mythology, than with the development of technology, 
the human means of conquering nature. He set forth, on the basis 
of contemporary primitives, an even more elaborate scheme of 
evolutionary stages. From Early Savagery through Barbarism and 
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early stages of Civilization to modem society, each stage was 
characterized by a corresponding set of technological inventions, 
social and political forms and, most importantly, a particular mental 
and moral state of mind. A people at a particular stage of evolution, 
indica~ by their technology, could be characterized 1;,y a particular 
mentality. Primitive people had a primitive mentality, civilized 
people had a civilized mentality. A people's particular mentality 
produces their particular religion and oral or written traditions. 
The job of the analyst is to classify the people and. pigeon-hole 
the products of their mental and moral capabilities. This sterile 
task would have led nowhere, if it had not, at the time, attracted 
Marx and Engels. But it did, and became part of all subsequent 
Marxist study of mythology and folklore. 
James Frazer, a late contemporary of Tylor's, voiced.the classic 
evolutionist sentiment quite explicitly during a lecture delivered 
before the University of Liverpool on 14 May 1908. In an attempt 
to distinguish between Sociology and Social Anthropology, Frazer 
(1908: 161-2) brought folklore to the heart of the problem: 
Thus the sphere of Social Anthropology as I understand it, or at 
least as I propose to treat it, is limited to the crude beginnings, 
the rudimentary development of human society: it does not include 
the maturer phases of that complex growth, still less does it embrace 
the practical problems with which our modern statesmen and 
lawgivers are called upon to deal. The study might accordingly 
be described as the embryology of human thought and institutions, 
or, to be more precise, as that enquiry which. seeks to ascertain, 
first, the beliefs and customs of savages, and, second, the relics 
of these beliefs and customs which have survived like fossils among 
peoples of higher culture. In this description of Social Anthropology 
it is implied that the ancestors of the civilized nations were once 
savages, and that they have transmitted, or may have transmitted, 
to their more cultured descendants ideas and institutions which, 
however incongruous with their later surroundings, were perfectly 
in keeping with the modes of thought and action of the ruder society 
in which they originated. In short, the definition assumes that 
civilization has always and everywhere been evolved out of 
savagery. . . Thus the study of savage life is a very important part 
of Social Anthropology. For by comparison with civilized man the 
savage represe_nts an arrested or rather retarded stage of social 
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development, and an examination of his · customs and beliefs 
accordingly supplies the same sort of evidence of the evolution 
of the ~uman mind that an examination of the embryo supplies of 
the evolution of the body. To put it otherwise, a savage is to a 
civilized man as a child is to an adult. .. 
Even more telling is his attitude toward cultural differences, and 
especially the practices within his own society, which he calls 
folklore. We can see how he defines the field of folklore in the 
rouowing passage (166- 7): 
If I am right in my definition of Social An,thropology, its province 
may be roughly divided into two departments, one of which 
embraces the customs and beliefs of savages, while the other 
includes such relics of these customs and beliefs as have survived 
in the thought and institutions of more cultured peoples. The one 
department may be called the study of savagery, the other the study 
of folklore. I have said something of savagery: I now turn to 
folklore, that is to the survivals of more primitive ideas and 
practices among peoples who in other respects have risen to a 
higher plane of culture. That such survivals may be discovered 
in every civilized nation will hardly now be disputed by anybody. 
When we read, for example, of an Irishwoman roasted to death 
by her husband on a suspicion that she was not his wife but a fairy 
changeling, or again, of an Englishwoman dying of lockjaw because 
she had anointed the nail that wounded her instead of the wound 
we may be sure that the beliefs to which these poor creatures fell 
victims were not learned by them in school or at church, but had 
been transmitted from truly savage ancestors through many 
generations of outwardly though not really civilized descendants. 
Beliefs and practices of this sort are therefore rightly called 
superstitions, which means literally survivals. It is with 
superstitions in the strict sense of the word that the second 
department of Social Anthropology is concerned. 
If we ask how it happens that superstitions linger among a 
people who in general have reached a higher level of culture, the 
answer is to be found in the natural, universal, and ineradicable 
inequality of men. Not only are different races differently endowed 
in respect of intelligence, courage, industry, and so forth, but within 
the same nation men of the same generation differ enormously in 
inborn capacity and worth .... On the w,hole, the men of keenest 
intelligence and strongest characters le~ the rest and shape the 
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molds into which, outwardly at least, society is cast. ... However 
it may seem to lead, the dull-witted majority in the end follows 
a keener-witted minority. That is ... the secret of progress. 
Although evolutionist anthropologists, including Tylor and 
Morgan, may have differed in how they characterized the original 
state of affairs, they would not have been in substantial 
disagreement with Frazer on the matters just quoted. Evolutionism 
of all varieties supports the interpretation of the differences amongst 
men as one of intellectual capacity, and purports to give a self-
styled superior intelligence a mandate to rule and pass judgement 
on the others. 
Early European folklorists, too, fell prey to evolutionary theories 
stimulated by anthropologists. Edwin Sydney Hartland 
(1848-1927),for example, was one such person. A solicitor by trade 
in Gloucester, Hartland was a member of what Richard Dorson 
has termed the 'great team' of British folklorists, along with. 
Andrew Lang, G.' L. Gomme, A. Nutt, E. Clodd and W. A. 
Clousten. Dorson further states that these 'six giants' gave the 
folklore movement in Britain its greatest thrust (Dorson, 1968, 
·p. 202). Hartland,lalong with his five colleagues, advocated the 
British anthropological approach to evolutionary folklore which, 
as we have suggested, had been pioneered by Tylor. As a result 
of this anthJ,"opologfoal interest, the 'great team' along with others, 
formed the Folk-Lore Society in London in 1878 as a forun;i to 
share views pertaining to these fields of study. Hartland' s illustrious 
career centred around the activities of this society. His intluence 
was very pervasive, and guided much of the subsequent work done 
by the fellows of the society. 
Hartland clearly saw himself as coming out of the anthropological 
tradition. In his own words, "The principles governing the 
anthropological method are those which guide every truly-scientific 
inquiry. The anthropological method is, in fact, the application 
of induction to folktales" (Hartland 1900: 13). To be sure, Hartlfind 
saw folklore as a part of anthropology, but with a quintessential 
portion dealing with the mental and spiritual side of humanity. 
More specifically, he saw folklore as the 'Science of Tradition':. 
'Tradition' was Hartland's red herring in many ways, for he never, 
was able to resolve the incongruity be!ween the term's definition 
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and its usage (see Ben-Amos 1984: 99-101). Nevertheless, he'did 
define tradition as ''the knowledge, organization, and rules thus 
gathered and formulated (which) are preserved in the memory, 
and communicated by word of mouth and by actions of various 
kinds'; (Hartland 1899: 6). In conjunction with Physical 
Anthropology and Archaeology, then, the discipline of folklore 
was to write the history of civilization. 
In general, Hartland's writing ca~ be divided into two distinct 
but interrelated phases: the folk narrative period (1884-1908), and 
the primitive institutions period (1908-1927). These two periods 
should net be viewed separately, for throughout his
1
writing we 
notice a gravitation towards the 'evolutionist model' to which we 
have been referring, and more specifically, the 'doctrine of 
survivals'. We shall limit our comments to the first period, since 
it is more pertinent to the point that we are attempting to make 
in this chapter. 
Hartland's first full-blown attempt at systematizing a corpus of 
data in defence of his position is The Science of Fairy Tales'(1891). 
In brief, Hartland viewed story-telling as a universal preoccupation 
of mankind. The human mind functions the same way everywhere, 
albeit with cultural differences. Thus Hartland could make the 
statement that ''what is true of the Bantu is equally true of the 
Eskimo" (Hartland 1900, p.3). Because humans cannot live in a 
world that they do not understand, stories a(e told in order to 
account for one's surroundings and existence. ]fie saw this natural 
urge to tell stories as wholly unconscious, yet the capacity for story-
telling manifested itself differently in all societies, since some 
'stages of civilization' were more favourable to its development 
than others. I 
This germ of thought was Hartland' s first reference to an 
evolutionary perspectiv~. He utilized. a lower/higher dichotomy 
for categor~zing mankind and a simple/complex one for the 
description and classification of art forms as well as societies. In 
this model, Hartland clearly saw a continuum and progression, 
altered temporally and spatially. He felt that the 'savage' stage, 
which corresponded to the lower/simple portion of the spectrum 
for him, was more likely to yield pristine narrative forms to the 
folklorist. He further assumed that non-literates preserved oral 
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tradition better because there was less room for deviation. His logic 
on this point was that deviation from tradition increases alon~ with 
;the emergence of literacy. Thus boldly, and somewhat naive~y, 
he stated that "literature is of no value to the student of Fairy 
Tales ... " (Hartland 1891 :4). He concluded The f~i~nce of 1:°a~ry 
Tales by mentioning that what one found in the c1vihzed societies 
of Europe were merely survivals of 'savage superstition.' However, 
he also mentioned that underneath the difference in levels of 
civiization there was a "broad foundation of common 
agreement.' .. " (1891:351). Even though the ~ncept of 'sun:ivals' 
was a dominant paradigm of the times, certam scholars obJected 
to Hartland's overextension of the theory. J. Jacobs, for example, 
criticized him for seeking survivals in tales rather than looking 
at the tales themselves (see Jacobs 1891, 1892). 
This was Hartland's general po:;ition as set out in his locus 
classicus, The Legen.d of Perseus. In it, Hartlan~'s treatment of 
the myth is virtually exhaustive. He presents a mynad o: mar~he~, 
sagas, rituals, and beliefs from different places_ and t~es m his 
ultimate attempt to prove that there is an underlymg umty beneath 
a variety of cultures. Throughout this study, ~~and firmly ~olds 
that there are laws which govern the transmission of narratives, 
and although these laws are subject to discovery, the aim ~s _not 
to trace the narrative back to its posited Urform (or the ongmal 
form). In any case, '' ... since the stories are ex hypothesi ~elivered 
by way of verbal communication, it is impossible histoncally to 
trace the transmission" (1900: 29). Here Hartland foreshadowed 
future debates in the field. 
But this clever insight did not free Hartland from his bondage 
to the 'doctrine of survivals.' Hartland was a proponent of 
polygenesis, although he never used the term. He suggested that 
'' ... however difficult it may be to believe that they (tales) can ha~e 
arisen independently in more places than one: the difficulty ~Q 
holding that the stories ... are derived from classic sources are still 
greater" (1900:26). Because he believed that the modes ~fthought 
and action which are manifest in folktales are not pecuhar to any 
.given location (i.e. they are a general feature of 'savagery')_ he 
was forced to advocate independe.nt invention as a possible 
. explanation of tale origin. There is a paradox in this statement 
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which leads back to ·Hartland's ·advocacy of 'survivals.' If.a 
contemporary tale is a remnant of a narrative hanqed down from 
a 'barbarous age,' then what is the relationship between the classical 
myths of so-called civilized antiquity and the peasant tales of. 
agrarian Europe? Hartland responded to this question by stating 
that tales are not just the worn-down relics of classical mythology. 
''They are rather the stuff of the kind out of which the classical 
and other mythologies grew" (1900:35). At any rate, Hartland 
remained faithful to the evolutionist position throughout his career. 
Indeed, he became even more dogmatic about it as he moved closer 
and closer to the anthropological camp. 
Dorson has stated that ''Hartland'had plunged more peeply than 
any into the anthropological study of savages as a prelude to 
comprehending survivals in Peasant folklore" (Dorson 1968:265). 
Hartland's concern for ethnographic detail and ethnological 
method made him acutely aware of the need to study tales in 
particular contexts. He was also aware that the quality of the story 
depended on the individual -style of the story-teller (Hartland 
1891: 11), and that the researcher must study a given tale within 
the conceptual universe of the people who tell and hear the narrative 
in order to accurately understand the tale's larger ramifications 
and its real meanings. It is unfortunate, however, that. he never 
developed his assertion that fieldwork was necessary for a closer 
understanding of folklore, and that his evolutionary approach to 
. narrative, even though criticized during his own lifetime, was an 
inappropriate model for the study of any aspect of culture. 
Hartland's influence on the study of folklore was immense, and 
it is necessary to see the interrelationships between his work an~ 
other scholars who were operating in other parts of Europe during· 
his period of activity. In Germany, for example, Theodor Benfey 
was doing research at approximately the same time as Hartland. 
While Benfey was less insistent on the evolutionary model, his 
interests tie into our concerns in two ways: One, he was an advocate 
of tale diffusion, and, two, his theories focused on lrtdia. Benfey, 
along with Muller, for reasons that will be shown, was partially 
responsible for the German Romantic vision of India specifically, 
and the European fascination with India gene!ally. His work was 
an early exemplary model for many diffusionists who saw India 
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as the home of story-telliiig and of tale-types. 
Theodor Benfey (1809-1881), known to many German scholars 
as the 'father of the historical-comparative method of folktale 
interpretation,' was born in Hannover, Germany. A~er taking a 
degree at Gottingen Universitat, where he la~er o~cupied the first 
chair of Indology, Benfey went on to estabhsh himsel~ as ~ fine 
Vedic scholar. But for our purposes, his greatest contnbution to 
Indian studies ~vas the translation of, and commentary on, the 
· Panchatantra which he completed in 1859. 
Not• only did i his translation popularize Indian story lit~ratu~e 
in the European imagination, it also raised new questions m 
academic circl~s concerning the diffusion theory of story-theme 
migration discussed in the next chapte~. Benfey's gr~atest input 
into the debate over origins came at a time when India was very 
much on the mind of Europeans. But unlike many of his 
contemporaries, he was not interested in the primal source of the 
fable. Rather, he was looking for a 'primitive' phase of story 
development that, in theory, constructed the foundation for all later 
variants. For this theory, Benfey relied on the work of two French 
scholars: Silvestre de Sacy and A. L. A. Loiseleur-Deslonchamps. 
· Both these scholars posited the Indic origin for the apologue (moral 
fable). Based on the findings of his teacher de Sacy, Loiseleur-
Deslonchamps published his definitive statement on the problem 
in his monograph titled Essai sur les Fables Indiennes et sur Leur 
Introduction. en Europe (1838). Benfey used this scholarly book 
and his own knowledge of Indian literature to formulate a theory 
which held that all narrative forms such as the European marchen, 
riddles and short stories, contained lndic themes that migrated to 
the West over a lengthy period of time. . 
Benfey was sceptical about Max Muller's hypothesis of the V~ic 
origin of mythology. Instead of using the Vedas_ as a repre~entative 
sample, Benfey chose the Panchatantra as a _likely_c~ndidate ~or 
the primary source of European popular narrative .. a.is mtroduction 
to the German translation traces the routes of Indian tales through 
their many transformations in Occidental literature. Tracing many 
of the Panchatantra stories back to Buddhist didactic tales, Benfey 
concluded that these tales must have been born in India because 
her people were accustomed to parables and morality tales such 
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as those found in the Jatakas. Although he acc~pted the fact that 
certain kinds of tales in the Panchatantra -corpus were of Greek 
derivation (i.e., animal stories as variants of Aesop's Fables), 
Benfey doggedly clung to his theory of the · Indian narrative 
substratum. He further postulated that the body 9f In<Uan tales did 
not begin to diffuse out of the subcontinent. until about the tenth 
century A.O. He described the migratory process as one in which 
the stories were extracted from written literature by the folk, retold 
and transformed by them, and again. placed back into the. ever 
changing stream of written literature. He saw this alternating 
process as a cyclical one which often obscured the original identity 
of a narrative, making it possible for the tales to adapt to regional 
cultures and take on poetic qualities imbued with local nationalistic 
sentiment. 
Tale-migration resulted from the encounter between Islamic and 
Indian peoples. According to Benfey, the increasing contact 
between Muslims and Hindu-Buddhists after the tenth century A.O. 
led to a greater reliance on written variants. Oral tradition thus 
became relegated to the written ones which earned the narratives 
beyond India's frontiers. The tales spread westward to Islamic 
landholdings in Central Asia and Africa, and reached Europe via 
the Arab conquest of Spain, coupled with the influx of Levantine 
traders into the Byzantine Empire. The tales marched eastward 
in the hands of Buddhist missionaries as well. After reaching China 
and Tibet, the Mongolians received thein from Tibetan monks. 
The Mongolians, in tum, imported the tales to eastern and northern 
Europe. Passing through the hands of Slavs, Panchatantra tales, 
in their newly disguised forms, entered southern Europe to surface 
in such literary collections as Boccacio' s Decameron. 
Benfey' s migratory theory had a great impact on European 
scholarship, and folklorists have made extensive comments and 
critiques concerning his idea. Unfortunately, Benfey's deep 
understanding of Sanskrit and Greek was not reflected in the realm 
of European folk literature scholarship; he re~ied solely on the 
Grimms' general tale-types in an unquestionitjg manner. This, 
however, did not stop his followers from perpt1tuating his ideas. 
Reinhold Kohler, Benfey's student, .compiled a number of 
catalogues which traced many important and well~known European 
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folktales back to India, and the Austrian philologist Marcus Landau 
related themes from :Soccacio' s Decameron back to the 
Panchatantra. But the scholar who developed Benfey's theory in 
the most sophisticated manner was the well~known French folklore 
collector Emmanuel Cosquin. Cosquin' s conclusions differed from 
Benfey's because the former saw current European tales as having 
a closer affinity to the Indian originals than the recent Mongolian 
versions. 
Other, more contemporary, scholars were also influenced by 
Benfey, but in a disclaiming way. Among them was A. N. 
Veselovskii, the scholar who revived the Russian ru.storical school. 
He differed with Benfey because he refused to accept the Orientalist 
thesis which Benfey propagated, stating that Orientalists should 
look more closely at the influence that Occioental tales have had 
on the Orient. Veselovskii held that regardless of origins, emphasis 
should be placed on the 'imaginative variation' in each aesthetic 
telling of a folk text. He further foreshadowed contemporary 
folkloristic concerns by s~ressing the localization of the narrative 
variants. Julius Krohn, the founder of the Finnish school, agreed 
with Veselovskii on the importance of variants, but stressed the 
need to do both chronological and geographic mapping of variants 
in order to discern the original elements from redactorial additions. 
In his study of the Finnish national epic, the Kalevala, Krohn 
rejected Benfey 's dogmatism and partiality towards literary 
. renditions, by stressing the importance of including oral versions 
of any given text in a comprehensive analysis of the life history 
of that text: 
Joseph Bedier was, perhaps, Benfey's most convincing critic. 
In his work titled Les Fableaux: Etudes de Litterateur Populaire 
et d'Histoire du Moyen Age (1925), Bedi_er claimed that Benfey 
was wrong because his conclusions-could not be substantiated. He 
suggested that polygenesis or 'independent invention' of the same 
tale-type could be the cause of superficial similarities and parallels. 
There was no reason, according to Bedier, to postulate a connection 
between two similar, but culturally different tales. He went so far 
as to reanalyze Benfey's original analysis, and concluded that only 
eleven out of one-hundred and forty-seven tales were even 
comparable to the Indic versions. 
Folkloristics and lndi~n Folklore 
Although in light of our accumulated knowledge it is necessary 
to dismiss Benfey' s theories today, it is nevertheless important 
to view his contribution in a particular historical context. First, 
based on Benfey's research, we have to accept the fact that tales 
do migrate and wander, albeit in a · different fashion than he 
surmised. Rather than Benfey's quasi-evolutionary model of 
diffusion exploding out from a single locus within a confined 
period, migration occurs through an unlimited number of cultural 
conduits: migration is multidirectional, and is not bound by any 
given historical period. Next, .Benfey placed an early emphasis 
on the oral and literary interaction of folkloristic texts. This view 
gives precedence to the movement of narratives through human 
agency, a point which humanistic scholars must keep in mind even 
today. While Benfey's aforementioned bias against oral te.xts can 
be rejected outright today, the debate over orality and literacy is 
one that still continues in folkloristic circles. We need not interpret 
oral texts as degenerations of a written normative version as 
Benfey did, nor need we accept any implicit nationalistid or 
evolutionary model of folklore; but we must keep in mind that 
such theories were very influential at one point in the history of 
our discipline. They were so influential that they resurfaced 
amongst Indian scholars through contact with the British. 4 So, let 
us turn our attention now to an Indian situation which exemplifies 
the subtle ways in which the theories we have mentioned crept 
into early Indian folklore studies. 5 
Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941), winner of the Nobel Prize 
in 1913, was nurtured in an urban Bengali milieu which was highly 
influenced by the British. In part, Tagore's activities were a reaction 
to positivistic Bengali scholars who followed the evolutionary trend 
of British ethnologists and anthropologists. Tagore was the 
thirteenth child of Devendranath Tagore and Sarada Devi. His 
upbringing in an orthodox Piralia Brahmin household exposed him 
to the classical side of Bengali culture, but sheltered him from 
the world beyond the gates of the family mansion at Jorashanko. 
As.a child, Tagore was exposed to a great deal of tr~ditional 
wisdom and verbal art in the form of proverbs, rhymes, riddles 
and dramas via the servants at his house, and the staged 
performances arranged by his family. These early exposures and 
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influences had a lasting effect on him, and played a major role 
in his later attempts to unite a fragmented Bengal. 
Tagore went to England in 1878, and found himself identifying 
with the colonial plight of the Irish. This experience marked the 
beginning of his career in India's freedom movement. Tagore's 
career from 1880 to 1910 is a record of increasing social awareness. 
After his retutn to India in 1880 he published Anabashyak ·· 
('Unnecessary,' 1883), an essay in which he noted the value of 
the so-called meaningless customs of his countrymen, and criticized 
those who discarded the practices which he considered to be a 
record of Bengal's ancestral history. By the last decade . of the 
nineteenth century, Tagore was deeply involved in the freedom 
movement. In 1890 he returned to England and began to write 
with a much more critical and anti-British perspective. During this 
. trip, he came to realize that any nationalistic scheme must be 
grounded in the tradition, language and cultural climate of Bengal. 
This idea served as his own personal paradigm for the Bengali 
quest for identity. He was well aware of the rift between the rural 
folk and the urban elite, since he himself was a product of this 
tension. Krishna Kripalini (1962: 150) quotes a seminal passage 
from Tagore concerning this: 
The soil in which we are born is the soil of our village, the mother 
earth in whose lap we receive our nourishment from day to day. 
Our educated elite, abstracted from the primal basis, wander about 
· in the high heaven of ideas like aimless clouds removed from this 
our home. 6 . 
Returning home, Tagore took up the linguistic cause and pushed 
to have Bengali reinstated as the official language of political 
discourse in Bengal. He felt that nationalistic sentiment must lean 
towards a national core of literature as well. 'National Literature' 
was to be const~ucted on a foundation of folk traditions in order 
to link all Bengalis into one chain of collective patriotic 
consciousness. This theme was later expounded in his 1894 lectur.e 
on 'Bengali National Literature.' 
That same ye;ir, along with other Bengali literary. figures in 
Calcutta, Tagore established the Bangiya Sahitya Parishad ('The 
Bengali Literary Society'), an organization concerned with the 
preservation of the traditions and folklore of Bengal. This society, 
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along with its journal, Sahitya Parishad Patriki:z, did much to infuse 
a strong sense of identity and unity into the Bengali populace. 
Tagore's efforts in this area cannot be underestimated. His 
personal patronage of research, his editing of the journal, his 
prefaces for Bengali books on folklore, his own writings on the 
subject, and his artistic indebtedness to the itinerant mystic bards, 
the Bauls of Bengal, have stimulated and shaped the field much. 
more than is normally acknowledged. In his own words: 
As the roots of a tree are firmly buried together with the soil and 
its upper part is spread towards the sky, in the same way the lower 
part of a literature is always hidden, being to a large extent 
imprisoned in the soil of its mother country ... ; there is a ceaseless · 
inner connection between the lower literature and the higher one. 
(Zbavitel 1961:14) · 
From 1894 onward, Tagore was invo1ved in1 the collection of 
· verbal aJ1: himself. He collected rhymes in ancJ around Calcutta• 
but lamented the fact that this genre was dying:out. A few years 
· 1ater he realized that many of the traditional genres of his youth 
were fading into oblivion. Fearing that nationalist sentiment would 
fade along with the disappearance of traditional knowledge and 
. lore, Tagore actively sought to revive traditional genres of verbal 
art such as folk ballads, drama, myths and legends by rewriting 
the accumulated wisdom of India in his own style of literary 
Bengali. There is an ironic element in this fact. In his effort to 
revive Bengali oral tradition, Tagore relied solely on the works 
written in English by civil servants concerning Indian regions far 
beyond the borders of Bengal. Tagore's self-created and normative 
understanding of Bengali lok sahitya, inadvertently brought 
together pan-Indian elements into an urban, aristocratic vision of 
the Bengali folk. As Aurobindo Poddar has pointed out, Tagore 
chose those elements of culture which he saw as universal, 
irrespective of time, space and country (see Poddar 1977: 182). 
Tagore's universalism gradually removed him from the political 
arena, and by 1910 he had moved away from nationalism in order 
to promote a 'world humanism' which would ultimately transcend 
all ethnic, cultural, religious and linguistic distinctions. 
Tagore's contribution to the development of folklore in India 
cannot be underestimated, but all his attempts, though sincere and 
Evolutionism, Devolutionism and Diffusionism 63 
thoughtful, could not wrench him out of his class-oriented, urban 
environment. He collected and wrote in the city, and 4rew 
inspiration from its affluent residents. His conception of 'folklore' 
was shaped by his reading of representative works by British 
ethnographers and civil servants. His creation of the image of the 
Bengali peasant was a romantic one, emerging out .of his own 
realization of the dichotomy between rural and urban. He himself 
experienced this estrangement, and in order to rectify it he imagined 
. what the typical Bengali peasant should be. The literary creation 
of the folk was a necessary step in the history of Bengali 
nationalism. This was true not only of Tagore's own work, but 
also of a whole generation that he influenced. Although Tagore's 
· view of folklore was not evolutionist per se, it was infused with 
the romantic vision of the peasant as a simple, peacefui and 
harmonious individual. His idealistic world-view is in part derived 
from the cultural evolutionary point of view which dominated 
British anthropological scholarship in India during Tagore's 
lif~time. This, and the other examples which we cited above, must 
be tak,en into proper consideration when we attempt to reconstruct 
. the hi.storical development of the discipline of folkloristics in India 
as well as world-wide. 
There is a related-problem which we must consider here: the 
notion of devolution. In his essay titled 'The Devolutionary Premise 
in Folklore Theory' ([1969] 1975), Alan Dundes has tackled this 
problem in a straightforward way. He suggests that the idea of 
.the decay of folklore items is pervasive in folklore theory (Dundes 
1975:17). The basic assumption is that as society progresses in 
an evolutionary fashion towards more advanced stages of 
civilization, folklore devolves or decays at an equal rate. We have 
seen this i_dea implicit in the thought of the evolutionists Muller, 
Benfey and Tagore. It is also to be found in the wn.tings of many 
proponents of the Finnish method, such as Walter Anderson, who 
we will discuss at length in the next chapter. 
The idea of devolution is intimately bound up with romantic and 
nationalistic notions of a previous 'Golden Age' which was pristine 
and harmonious, as opposed to contemporary urban society which 
has lost touch with the moral and ethical values of the past. This 
world-view refuses to accept change, or makes negative value · 
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judgements about it. Dundes has rightly stated that, ''There should 
be recognition of the fact that change per se is not necessarily 
negative. Change is neutral; it is neither good nor bad. It may 
be either; it may be both" (1975:2~). The task of the scholar is 
not to pass judgement on change, but, acknowledging that it exists, 
to describe and analyze its dynamics. 
A similar argument is also apparent in concepts of diffusion and 
migration. Robert Lowie, in his History of Ethnologi~al Theory 
(1937: 158) coins the term 'extreme diffusionism' to refer to those 
scholars and theorists who saw all culture and civilization as 
originating at one place and time. 7 Again, the assumption made 
by these students of culture was that the original source was perhaps 
better, precisely because it was the.primal basis of culture. Social 
scientists have long debated the issue of monogenesis (single origin) 
versus polygenesis (many origins) or 'independent invention'. 
Proponents of poly genesis argue that it is impossible to prove the 
absolute origin of any cultural complex or trait, and they are able 
to cite many examples that validate their point of view. With any 
quest for origins, we are most likely to end up with in.conclusive 
evidence, and our statements remain weak interpretive postulates 
as a result. 
For our purposes in this chapter, it has been important to point 
out the fourfold relationship between evolutionism, devolutionism, 
romanticism and nationalism. While each school of thought has 
its own concerns, their theories overlap to a significant extent. 
Our aim has been simply to point out that we must be cautious 
in utilizing these concepts - some . of them being thoroughly 
outmoded - as analytical models iri the· study of folklore because 
they have proven to be faulty time and time again. While they 
are worthy of critical study as aspects of the history of our 
discipline, we can not accept them as appropriate and adequate 
methodologies. 
The problem with all of these types of theoretical reconstructions 
of the past - evolutionism, devolutionism and extreme 
diffusionism - is that without any· firm evid~nce of the prehistoric 
past, all our explanations and speculations about the origins of 
· religion, mythology, folklore. and thought are based solely on how 
:we view other cultures. The arrangement of contempor~ cultures 
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in a chronological order becomes a mere projection of ethnocentric 
cultural values and prejudices. This order is then used to justify 
presumed diffe_rences in mentality. These differences are further 
linked to a notion of progress, with the particular development 
of Western culture (or a Westernized class within~ culture) as 
the epitome of progressiveness. The greater the difference between 
Western culture and another.people's thought, religion, material 
culture and practice, the earlier their representation on the time 
scale. There is no real justification for this. It is an ethnocentric 
and racist presumption which precludes true understanding. It is 
used in an analogous way to explain similarities between cultures. 
Peoples with some common feature of culture (whatever the 
particular criteria may be) are presumed to share a similar 
mentality. That mentality, or mental capability, 'explains' their 
similar position on this evolutionary scale. At best, this is a difficult 
hypothesis to prove, and at worst, it fuels a racist notion of a 
superior 'us' and an inferior 'them'. Historically, it proved to be 
a tool of imperialist conversion to Christian morality and ethic, 
the forced adoption of the English language and culture, and a 
justification for colonial rule. 
In any case, it was quickly shown (by the anthropologist Franz 
Boas, primarily) that similarities in cultural traits shared by different 
peoples, even fairly widely separated in space, are far more likely 
to be a product offmutual contact and borrowing than to be common 
products of a certain stage of mental development. 8 Cultural traits 
have their own history of diffusion and transmission. It is this 
history, rather than a theory of evolution and states of mentality, 
that can be studied. 
Intellectually, evolutionism is a trap. The reconstruction of any 
sort of original human culture or thought, or the arrangement of 
cultures on the basis of fixed and inevitable stages of development 
is unprovable, :1nd thus endlessly debatable. Since evolutionary 
theories cannot be verified, they are purely conjectural, and in 
most instances devolve into mere platitude. They are therefore a 
waste of time and intellectual effort. There are better approaches 
to understanding folklore which can be assessed for their validity. 
Furthermore, it is questionable that anything is ever explained. b¥ 
reference to m.ere _precedence. Is it more plausible that a people_ 
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believe something simply because it was believed in the past, or 
that they believe something because they have a reason to retilii 
that belief? Although the reason may be hard to understand, this 
line"of reasoning is plainly more productive. The basic problem 
with evolutionary theories of culture is that they take as. assumptions 
the very things that they sholdd attempt-to.prove through scientific 
evidence. That such evidence is impossible to obtain is no excuse 
to accept the theory. 
· Evolutionism in _Contemporary Indian Folklore Studies 
At folklore conferences around the country, we continually hear 
echoes of evolutionist theories and ideas. These are not a part of 
anthropological scholarship in India or the West, nor are they a 
part of linguistics; but for some reason they are the prevailing 
modes of explanation among students of folklore and religious 
studies in India. Let us give you a sample from the papers at a 
conference held in 1986 in Udupi. 9 Most of the prominent figures 
in South Indian folkloristics participat~d. 
M. M. Prabhu begins his paper with, 
The worship and·appeasement of terrifying forces of nature, spirits, 
fierce and destructive animals, ancestors, departed heroes and the 
like are c?~on to all primitive societies. fn course of time, as 
these societies progressed, became more intelligent and started 
thinking rationally, the modes of appeasem~nt, ~e ·.external form 
of worship and rituals also changed, while the baste purpose, 
namely the appeasement of departed ance~itors and heroes and 
obtaining their protection r:emained unchanged. · 
Pure armchair evolutionist fantasy ! It migtit just as well have 
been written in the nineteenth century by some Englishman 
referring to the people of India as a whole. This is hardly the only 
example. In the late 1800s Max Muller might have been able to 
get away with writing, 
The primitive man sang not for the entertainment of man but he 
did so in praise of the Lord Creator to pour out his emotions and 
to demand his grace. He danced for the pleasure of his fellow· 
men .... Hence music, dance and drama became part Qf worship. 
But Dr. (Mrs.) S. P. Upadhyaya would not find a very receptive 
audienq: for this kind of statement in international folklorist circles 
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today. And nobody is interested in the sorts of platitudes which 
begin A. V. Navada's paper: 
... man's emotions originally found an:outlet in dance, and later 
in speech. Dance may be said to have originated as a response in 
the form of modulated movements of limbs to the various and 
innumerable experiences which deeply touch human beings ... 
And why should 'we' be implicated in the fantasies of Shivananda 
Bekal when he writes, 
As we all know, Bhuta worship is one of the many ancient.activities 
of this land .... We may conjecture that, at a time when all these 
art forms which derived their inspiration from Epics and Puranas, 
and were ~ontrolled by the educated upper class, the Bhuta worship 
alone cam~ to the rescue of the lower caste people. But we should 
not forget that, Bhuta cult could not have originated as a cultural 
.art form, just as the other cultural activities, simply because ~e 
ultimate goal of the Bhuta cult was worship and dedication. Dunng 
the times of natural calamities, diseases, distress and disaster, the 
divine power of the Bhuta had to come to the rescue of the 
worshipper. 
Why conjecture about this unknowable past when there 1s so much 
work to do yet to understand the ritual theatre that exists today? 
What we need is not conjecture but good fieldwork. 
We think it is time we asked why this form of crude evolutionism 
and conjectural history is retained amongst Indian folklorists while 
it has been discarded or rejected elsewhere. We think there are 
r~ons why these ideas have currency, and, to be harsh, we think 
the motivations are just as ethnocentric and elitist· as those of the 
colonists from whom these ideas were borrowed. These are the 
ideas of armchair colonial theorists who wished to distinguish 
themselves from the natives. Their retention and use by the urban 
intellectual elite now serves a similar function of distinguishing 
them from others in society. They have become a substitute for 
thoughtful analysis of. the real ideology which lies behind folk 
traditions. It is folklore at the expense of the folk. It is not aimed 
at understanding folk traditions, folk language, folk practice or 
folk thought at all. 
Ironically, evolutionism is often coupled with regional chauvanism 
in an attempt to appropriate folk traditions as part of a distinct 
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regional heritage. On one hand urban intellectuals draw a line 
between themselves and the folk, distinguishing 'high' and 'low' 
traditions, and on the other hand identify with the folk by 
emphasizing the distinctiveness of the regional folk traditions which 
they share (at a higher level) with them. Taken together, the two 
seemingly opposite tendencies help to explain why rigourous 
comparative studies have rarely developed in India, and instead 
we find only voluminous regional collection ventures. 
In the same vein, one gets tired of 'proof surrogates' such as, 
'We may assume that. .. ', 'We all know that. .. ' There is a tendency 
to use these poor excuses for proof at precisely those points in 
arguments where proof of an assertion . or a premise is most 
essential. As one looks through the various papers at the conference 
alluded to above, one realizes that such claims are usually made 
at those places in the authors' presentations where research has 
not been done and in fact we do not know and should not assume 
what he or she asks us to. 
Labels such as 'Aryan', 'pre-Aryan') 'Dravidian' and 'primitive', 
also hide a great many poorly understood concepts and lack of 
sound research. Historians of religion and comparative linguists 
have clearly demonstrated that even Vedic literature (to say nothing 
of the Brahmanas and the Puranas) shows the incorporation of 
Dravidian vocabulary, practices and concepts. The labels which 
we find so loosely and freely thrown around in these papers hardly 
refer to pure forms - forms not found in even the most ancient 
Indian reality. What, then, do they refer to? In any case, labelling 
and classifying do not represent very high-level analysis. Tliey 
do not advance our understanding of ritualistic theatre forms as 
a good, detailed description would, and are used as excuses for 
not providing the latter. 
Such speculation is the poor substitute of outmoded theory for 
sound fieldwork methodology and data analysis. One can 
sympathize with the students of Indian folklore who are rarely 
trained in the social sciences where comparative theories and 
methodologies are discussed, criticized and debated. But that can 
be changed if there is less compartmentalization in the training 
of an Indian folklorist. Cooperation between departments of 
anthropology, sociology, linguistics, literature and history would 
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help to establish a truly adequate programme in folkloristics. Such 
a programme not only enriches the folklorist's repertoire of theory 
and method, but enriches the material available to the student of 
history, linguistics and anthropology as well. As the historian-cum-
anthropologist-cum-folklorist Jan Vansina has written (1985:xi), 
No one in oral societies doubts that memories can be faithful 
repositories vvhich contain the sum total of past human experience 
and explain J.e how and why of present day conditions .... Whether 
memory chi¢ges or not, culture is reproduced by remembrance 
put into words and deeds. The mind through 'memory ~rries culture 
from generlltion to generation. How it is possible for a mind to 
I • 1 "d . remember ~d out of nothing to spm ~omp ex 1_ e~s, messa~es, 
and instructi?ns for living, which manifest contmmty over time 
is one of the greatest wonders one can study, comparable only to 
human intelligence and thought itself. Because the wonder is so 
great, it also is very complex. Oral tradition should be central to 
students of culture, of ideology, of society, of psychology, of art, 
and, finally, of history. 
Departments of folkloristics in India have done a tremendous 
job in the past several decades. The focus of their efforts have 
been limited to the collection of regional folklore. There have not 
been co~ensurate efforts at studying the folklore of other lands, 
nor even making the folklore of particular regions available to the 
folklorists of other regions. The result is there is lack of a broad 
comparative data base available to the student of Indian folklore. 
And the result of that is that Indian students of folklore have not 
oeen challenged to interpret their regional collections in relationship 
to anything. 
Because folkloristics is usually taught in departments of regional 
lal)guages and concentrates on matters of regional and litera1?' 
history, it is understandable that there should be a strong emphasis 
on the historical aspects of folklore. But one should not confuse 
the legitimate study ofhistory and local developmental sequences 
through the analysis of folklore and the sort of evolutionism we 
have criticized above. • 
With due caution and a healthy realization of the uncertainty 
of such endeavors, some forms of developmental and historical 
speculation have a solid place'.in folkloristics. We would not want 
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to leave the reader with the impression that sofu.ething as important 
as the temporal dimension is for the com~ept of tradition is 
unstudiable.10 Indeed, in the next chapter, we will discuss at length 
one important methodology developed by folklorists to reconstruct 
-the history and diffusion of folktales. It is important, however, 
to understand that the patterns of change over time are precisely 
what needs to be demonstrated, documented and proven, not 
· assumed or presumed. And with regard to this documentation and 
proof, the more indirect the evidence, the more questionable the, 
proposed ·pattern of development. If factors said to influence the 
pattern of development are not clearly evidenced and shown to be 
relevant, their effect on the pattern of development cannot be 
claimed. 
We wi!l cite one example of what might be done from the 
recently published book, Oral Epics in India (Blackbum, et. al. 
1989•. The paper is entitled 'Patterns of Development for Indian 
Oral Epics', by Stuart Blackbum. In his paper Blackbum notes 
that oral _epic traditions exist all over India, but that they differ 
in geographic extent and narrative length. Blackbum begins by 
assuming that because diverse epics in India share thematic 
commonalities, it should be possible to trace patterns of 
development. His method for tracing epic development is to move 
away from text and toward tradition, because epic texts are more 
than a literary genre; they are associated with complex religious 
. 'cults. He also feels that we must look at the phenomenon from 
the bottom up because this offers us a better vantage point for 
studying earlier development. 
Blackburn treats various types of epics as stages in developmental 
patterns. By 'development' h_e does not mean evolutionary 
progress, since he sees no single line of developmental patterns. 
Further, he is not concerned with historical or genetic connections 
between epics, but with their forms of development. This, 
according to him, will'help to place the Indiaµ epic in a broader 
international context of epic research. Blackbupi sees two patterns 
in epic development: compilation (i.e., the cre:ition oflonger epics 
through the fusion of short lays), and fragmentation (i.e., epics 
break down into shorter narratives such as romance or romantic 
ballad). Fragmentation does not apply to the lllidian epic, but there 
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is a third pattern, the 'nucleus' model (i.e., the growth of epics 
by addition to a core story), to which Blackbum _adheres. He bases 
this model on the work of Beck and Roghair, who have both 
separately shown, that epics grow by accumulating inotifs and sub-
plots. He sees this as a 'grafting' process rather than a 'wrapping' 
one. Grafting of episodes is closer to the reality of the Indian 
situation, for it relates to the partial episodic performances of epics. 
Blackbum suggests that this .phenomenon has been wrongly 
. , 
interpreted as a process of fragmentation. 
Blackburn begins his survey by mapping-out the geographic range 
of each epic. He suggests that there are four ranges:,local (10-100 
iniles); sub-regional (100-200); regional (200-300); supra- regional 
(400+). He also arranges the known epics thematjcally (Le., 
martial, sacrificial, romantic) on a 'more' to 'less' historical 
continuum. He feels that different epics have the same narrative 
themes, but they are not 'variants' of the same story: " ... same 
narrative themes can develop, at different geographical ranges, 
into different ·epic traditions with different spatial contours.'' This 
sort of· textually-based typology must be supplemented with a 
contextual one (i.e., is it ritual or entertainment or both?). Most 
historical epics (except Alba) have a ritual basis, while most 
romantic ones are entertainments. Blackbum believes that the motif 
of death in battle is important for the developmental process. Death 
and deification are found mostly at the local end of the spectrum. 
As the epic becomes sub-regional these motifs are gradually 
replaced by one of supernatural birth. Finally, when it becomes 
supra-regional, the motifs become pan-Indian. Local level epics 
are connected to the supra-regional ones through motif 
transformations. The deified hero becomes ~preexisting deity. 
This raises the question: Why did Alba not pass through the 
standard transformations? The answer seems to be that it did not 
undergo much geographic diffusion over its long history. Blackbum 
coscludes by looking at the implications of this development 
process for three aspects of the oral epics: ritual performance, 
narrative building and transmission of culture. He posits that there 
is an inverse relationship between the geographical range of a 
tradition and the ritual strength of its performance context. 
Blackbum doesn't give us the sweeping generalizations and 
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grandiose pronouncements of nineteenth century theory. He tries 
to reconstruct a temporal pattern of development on the.basis of 
limited comparative analysis of well-documented, contemporary 
forms. He has-no direct documentary proof of this development. 
His evidence is limited and indirect. But his method is an acceptable 
one. His conclusions are hypotheses, and additional evidence may 
or may not confirm them. As it stands he and others would regard 
the· hypotheses as extremely tentative, but ones which could help. 
us to understand Indian epics as a group, and the relationships 
between their forms. 
NOTES 
I. Ramanujan 1987. 
2. In India and the Middle East, a related intellectual offshoot of political 
imperialism, called orientalism, continued to pli!Y a significant role for 
decades after Independence. 
3. A much more complete discussion of the debates betw~n Muller and his 
followers, called the 'Solar Mythologists' and Tyler and his followers, can 
be found in Richard Dorson's essay 'The Eclipse ofSoiar Mythology' (1955 
[reprinted in Dundes, ed. 1965]). This essay, along with.William Bascom's 
'Anthropology and Folklore', 1953 (also reprinted in Dundes,_ ed. 1965) 
are fundamental reading for all students of folklore. 
4. F<>r background on European folklore studies during Benfey's time, see 
Giuseppe Cocchiara 1971. 
5. The following section is based on Korom 1988. 
6. Krishna Kripalini 1962. 
7. ''The extremists ... stress two .... principles. The uninventiveness of the human 
mind, to which Tylor alludes only incidentally, bec.omes a cardinal dogma .... 
The second principle ... is the irrelevance of distance or continuity. Not, 
of course, that even the radicals allege action at a distance; but unspanned 
remoteness is not felt as an obstacle in the face of similarities. As easy-
going investigators of faunal distribution invent land-bddges to suit their 
purpose;:, so the diffusionists decree at their convenien~e a former continuity 
no longer visible." (Lowie 1937: 158) 
8. For early examples of historical reconstruction, see Boas 1896, 1891, 1914: 
and 1924. These papers ljfe all reprinted in Boas 1940. They are essential 
reading for an understanding of the historical and intellec~ roots in this and 
the next chapter. · 
9. These examples are taken from the papers presented at the conference 
'Ritualistic Theater of Coastal Karnataka', hdd in Udupi, February, 1986. 
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Jan Vansina is prol>ably the most injluentia~ ~-riter in modern times to 
10. demonstrate the vali1e of the study of oral tradition for the _study of cultural 
history. His classic rook, Cral Tradition: 1 Study in Histonc~~ Method~logy 
(1961) has recently been updated and revised as Oral Trad1~wn as H1sto7 (l 985) In it one can find a wealth of valuable suggestions and s~hd 
refere~ces to the legitimate uses of folklore for historical reconstruction 
of a culture's past. 
CHAPTER FOUR 
Tale-Types and Motifs 
ALTHOUGH, as we have said in Chapter 2, folklorists often study 
phenomena in particular cultural, social or individual contexts, 
folkloristics is ultimately a comparative subject. Whatever other 
context might be of interest to the folklorist, ail item or an event 
is collected and studied in r~lation to other, simiiar items or events. 
Whatever the specific interpretive theory ust>,d (psychological, 
textual, structural, functional, etc.), all the questions that folklorists 
examine need answers based on comparison.1; There is nothing 
much one can do with one isolated folktale ex~ept listen to it or 
tell it; nothing one can do with a single isolated folk-song e:xcept 
sing it; nothing one can do with a folk game except play it. While 
to do this is often enjoyable in its own right, it doesn't constitute 
the study of folklore. It is when we have two versions of a folktale, 
song or game that questions begin to arise. It is when we compare 
the oral epics of two different communities that questions begin 
to arise. It is when we look at the metres of folk-songs 'in relation 
to the metres of a culture's literary poetry that questions begin 
to arise. These and ma~y other questions arise only when we view 
folklore in a comparative framework. Historically, it was only 
when scholars became aware of different versions of collected 
folklore and tried to speculate on the reasons· for the variation, 
that a truly professional discipline of folkloristics began to develop. 
Nowadays, a scholar's worth as a folklorist is determined by 
much more stringent criteria than in the early days of folklore study. 
Internationally, one cannot say that one is a specialist in folktales 
unless one has studied vast numbers of tales collected from around 
the world. One cannot even claim to be knowledgeable about any 
given tale unless one has studied that tale in as many of its versions 
as possible. And a folklorist is one who has accumulated a large 
store of knowledge about a wide variety of different folk arts and 
different folk genres from all around the world. Clearly, one cannot 
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hope to collect this material oneself: one needs access to a good 
library containing collections of folklore from all ove1 tne world. 
One of the most important dimensions of folkloristic research 
consists of research done in the library or archive. 
And why this broad scope? Why this world wide perspective? 
The wider one's scope of comparison, the more profound the 
questions and answers. What one can say comparing two versions 
of, say, a game found in two dimensions of a single culture is 
severely limited. 2 The questions and answers are bounded by the 
features of the culture which have caused them to become or remain 
distinct. Even when one compares two versions of a game founc;l 
in two different cultures, there are few satisfactory answers one 
can give to questions which may arise. The broader the scope of 
comparison and the more numerous the examples, the more 
challenging the questions and the more int~resting the answers. 
Needless to say, a library, well equipped with a large number . 
of published collections from around the world is an essential tool. 
A very minimal basic library collection would consist of several 
thousand well-chosen and carefully selected volumes. Ideally, it 
should be many times this size. A fairly large number of new and 
important collections are being published every year. A national 
university with serious intentions toward the study of folklore would 
make every effort to meet this ideal and keep its collections current. 
While this may seem like an expensive proposition, .it might also 
be said that this large data source could be of immense value to 
scholars of other social sciences as well. 
The scholar must be equipped to ask many questions and give 
many answers. The problem with a folkloristics which.limits itself 
to nationalistic and provincialist interests is that it denies itself the 
possibility to ask significant and interesting questions and to give 
reliable answers. It is for this reason that folkloristics must be 
international in scope. While scholars may focus (and usually do) 
on the folklore of their own nation or civilization, they must 
study the folklore of other nations for comparative purposes. The 
folklorists of European and North American countries have come 
to realize this over the years and have made considerable strides 
in cataloguing collections of folklore all around the world. There 
now exist extensive indi~s on virtually every topic and every genre 
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of folklore. In this chapter we will look at one of the most extensive 
folktale indices: the Aarne-Thompson (AT) tale-type and motif 
indices. 
Folktales, by which we shall mean virtually any oral prose 
narrative, must be systematically classified before they can be 
studied. The truly enormous bulk of all the worl<l"'s collections 
of tales (probably hundreds of thousands) must be put into an order 
of some kind, just as a library must have some method of classifying 
books in order to file them away and retrieve them again. Many 
stories are separate, independent tales; many are variations of these; 
many are combinations of several independent tales. We need some 
way to refer to them, to compare them and to study them. 
A number of different classification schemes have.been devised, 
but by far the most commonly used is that devised in 1910 by Antti 
Aarne (a Finn) and revised (in several forms through the 1930s) 
by Stith Thompson (an American). 3 Earlier schemes simply used 
an alphabetical listing, and most pertained only to the types found 
in a particular culture or region. The value of the AT indices is 
that they are international and arranged so that similar tale-types 
and motifs are found near to one another. There are faults and 
failings in the system, but it is the best we have. Whatever its faults, 
it is used by virtually every folklorist around the world. When 
a seasoned folklorist picks up a collection of tales, the first thing 
he looks for are the indices at the end of the book; and you may 
be assured he thinks little of the author who fails to provide him 
with one. We will discuss the problems with the approach in a 
later chapter, but first we must understand its nature and use. 
According to Thompson, a tale-type '' ... is a traditional tale that 
has an independent existence. It may be told as a complete narrative 
and does not depend for its meaning on any other tale. It may indeed 
happen to be told with another tale, but the fact that it may appear 
<)lone attests its independence. It may consist of only one motif 
or many .... The ordinary Marchen (tales like Cinderella or Snow 
White) are types consisting of many of them" (Thompson 
1951:415). He describes, a motif as being (1951:415-6) 
. . . the smallest element in a tale having a power to persist in 
tradition. In order to have this power it must have something 
unusual and striking about it. Most motifs fall into three classes. 
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First are the actors in a tale - gods, or unusual animals ... or 
conventionalized human characters like the favorite youngest child 
or the cruel step-mother. Second come Cyrtain items in the 
background of the action - magic objects, unusual customs, 
strange beliefs and the like. In the third place there are single 
incidents - and·these comppse the great majority of motifs. It is 
this last class that can have an independent existence and that may 
therefore serve as true tale- types. By far the largest number·of 
traditional types consist of these single motifs 
The tale-type index is principally used, in surveying the collections 
of tales found in some particular region or the world over; the 
principal use of the motif index is to display the similarities and 
differences between the tales of a type wherever they may be found. 
Since the concept of a tale implies that all the versions of a type 
have a genetic (historically speaking, of course, not biologically) 
relationship (a motif makes no such assumption), the tale-type index 
is often put to the service of a comparative method called the 
historical-geographic, or Finnish, method, 4 This method is used 
to reconstruct a hypothetical original form of the tale and to trace 
the historical and geographic relationships between a set of its 
variant forms. How did a particular tale come to be told in a certain 
way in a certain 'place? What is its 'life history'? · 
To get a taste of how one goes about using this comparative 
method let us take an example. 5 The tale-type we will investigate 
is called 'The Crrip Division', AT 1030. 6 The principle motif one 
finds associated ~ith it is called 'Deceptive crop division: above 
the ground, below the ground, Kl 71.1. (Kl 71. 1-6 are different 
things divided) 
Two versions this tale-type may be found in the Folktales of 
India. 7 The first, tale # 25 in the collection, ·'Lord Shiva and the 
Satwaris', from Gujarat, is an example of the many caste-origin 
tales one can find all over India, where a Kshatriya group acquires 
its current characteristics following their attempted annihilation 
by Parusharama. Under the patronage of Shiva (which is further 
characterized as a son-in-law to father-in-law relationship) they 
became share-croppers. The great Lord insisted that each farmer 
give back to him half the produce. The Satwaris agreed, and asked 
which half he wanted. Shiva said that he wanted the lower half. 
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So the clever ~atwaris planted millet and at harvest ti.me gave th~ir 
Lord only the stalks and roots, keeping the valuable grain-head 
for themselves. The next season Shiva demanded the upper portion 
and so the Satwaris planted sweet potatoes. 
Another version of this tale-type ( or Motif Kl 71.1, if you prefer) 
occurs as part of a longer tale from Tamil Nadu, 'The Monkey-
Son', tale # 32 of The Folktales of India. In this tale, t'lere are 
two brothers. The childless younger brother acquires a monkey 
at the market and raises it as he would a son. The monkey then 
helps the family by working in the fields, irrigating, cultivating 
and harvesting the crops. It soon sees that its foster father is being 
treated unfairly by his older brother. When the monkey asks the 
older brother what crops grow best in the field and which part 
the older brother wants, the older brother says that tobacco grows 
best and that he wants the lower part. 8 So at harvest time the 
monkey takes the fine upper leaves to his foster father's house 
and brings the older brother only the stalks and coarse lower leaves. 
The next year the older brother decides that they should grow 
onions, and demands the upper half. At harvest time the monkey 
takes all the onions home and all the stalks and leaves he takes • 
to his 'father's' brother's house. 
Already we could begin asking questioµs based on the 
comparison of these two examples ofwhat-areiclearly the 'same' 
story. !I May be it could tell us something about Indian- culture, 
or point to some differences between Gujarati and Tamilian cultural 
preferences. But we will wait until we see Whether it is told 
elsewhere in the world. 1 
We don't have to look very far (the job is made a lot easier when 
collectors provide tale and motif indices for us). T,he Grimm's 
fairy tale collection contains one such story called''The Peasant 
and the Devil' (tale # 189 in most editions). 10 In return for a 
treasure of gold and silver, a peasant agrees to give half of what 
grows in his field for two years to the Devil. 11 All that is above 
the ground is to go to the Devil and all that is below to the peasant. 
The peasant grows turnips. The next year the Devil demands all 
that is below the ground. The peasant grows wheat. 
Now we might attempt to draw some conclusions about the 
distinctive features of Indian and European cultures from the 
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differences we see in these versions of the 'same' tale in different 
cultural settings. One of the Indian tales is an origin tale, connected 
with a mythological account of a particular caste. Strictly speaking, 
this social feature is probably unique to India. In the European 
tale the peasant makes a bargain with the Devil, while in the Indian 
. tale the peasant makes a bargain with a God, Shiva. What can 
we make of this fact? On the basis of this small collection alone, 
we might be tempted to say that there is some connection between 
the European Devil and the Indian God. For that matter, on the 
basis of what we have so far, we could even try to make something 
of the fact that in the Indian tales the first choice is for the lower 
portion, while in the European example it is for the upper part. 
But we would be wise to wait a bit longer and examine occurrences 
of the tale in other cultures. 
There are African versions. And there are versions i!_l America 
most likely derived from Africa during the time of slavery. One 
well-known example is part of a tale cycle which became popular 
through a published volume of children's tales called the Uncle 
Remus stories. 12 In the tales, 'Br'er Rabbit' (ie. 'Brother Rabbit') 
is a trickster, usually outwitting his more powerful, 'non-veg' 
neighbours, Br'er Bear and Br'er Fox. The tales are almost 
certainly derived from African sources since their contents are so 
similar to versions collected in Africa, and since they are found 
in the U.S. primarily among Blacks living in the southern states, 
whose immigration to America was through the slave trade, 
principally taking people from Africa. In this version, slow-witted 
Br'er Bear is a big farmer and Br'er Rabbit a small one. ('Br'er 
Bear he has acres en acres uf gopd bottom land, en Br'er Rabbit 
has des 'er small sandy-land farm. Br'er Bear wuz allus er 'raisin' 
Cain' wid his neighbors, but Br'er Rabbit was er most engenerally 
raisin' chillun. ') Br'er Rabbit proposes to work Br'er Bear's field 
and in return give Br' er Bear the top portion, keeping the rest for 
himself. He plants potatoes ("taters"). Naturally, at harvest time, 
Br'er Bear realizes he's been cheated and is reluctant to. continue 
the relationship. But 13r'er Rabbit tells him: 'Oh, now, Br'er Bear, 
yer know I ain't cheated yer. Yer jes' cheat yerself.' And he asks 
Br'er Bear to think it over and see ifhe can't think of a good deal 
for himself this year. So Br'er Bear agrees to rent the field to him_ 
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on the condition ('perditions') that this year Br'er Rabbit gets the 
tops for his share ('sheer') and he gets all the rest. Br'er Rabbit 
plants oats. At harvest time, when Br'er Rabbit delivers Br'er 
Bear's portion, he gloats: ''l'se gwine ter put my oats on der market. 
What duz uer want meter do wid yer straw?" By this time Br'er 
Bear is more angry than wise and he, himself, proposes that they 
should carry on the relationship once again. This time he demands 
the tops and the bottoms, thinking to himself, "I sho is got dat 
ole Rabbit dis time." But Rabbit plants maize ('corn'), which, of 
course, has its ears of grain half way up the stalk. 
And there is a version which seems to be fairly recently 
introduced to China, inspired by the official ideology of the 
Communist Party (Eberhart 1965 xxxvi). 13 It begins: ''There was 
a landlord who exploited the farmers so much that they all called 
him the Living King of Hell.'' When the Living King of Hell learned 
there was a hard-working tenant who managed to put aside a small 
amount of surplus each year he proposed that he should colle~t 
half the crop rather than rent from the tenant. The Living King 
of Hell proposed to take the upper half. When the Living King 
of Hell came joyfully to the field to collect his share he saw that 
it was planted in taro. The next year he arranged to take the roots 
anctleave the tenant the stalks. But the next year the tenant planted 
wheat. Then, like Br'er Bear, he demanded both ends, leaving 
only the middle for the tenant. That year, like Br' er Rabbit, the 
tenant planted popcorn (maize). This left the Living King of Hell 
so angry that he '' ... could not sleep for a number of nights, and 
soon he died." 
It appears that people in each culture at different times take the 
traditional tale and bend it in different directions and adapt it to 
different circumstances. The crops differ from version to version, 
which may be explained as attempts to 'localize' the story with 
familiar or favourite foods. Sometimes, however, the choice of 
crops might have a subtle narrative significance: the crops 
mentioned are specifically sale or cash crops, as against subsistence 
crops. We have encountered tales in which the characters are 
animals and some where the characters are human and supernatural. 
In the latter group the supernatural being is sometimes good and 
sometimes evil. In one, both characters are supernatural beings, 
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representing good and evil. The good always gets the better of 
evil. In many of the tales the characters have kin ties or fictive 
kin ties. In these, too, there is a moral. The greedy one-(usually 
the older one, who should not be looking to take advantage of his 
less fortunate kinsman) is allowed to choose first and is tricked 
by his own choice. When the relationship between the characters 
is that of landlord and tenant, there is a specific sense of social 
injustice implied. Sometimes, however, the characteristics 
contrasted are the attributes of the small but clever as against those 
of the big and powerful, but dumb - familiar to us in so many 
tales that they have come to characterize the folktale in general. 
Some of the narrators however, prefer to vary the object of the 
division than theirelationship between the characters. Such variation 
is identified by reference to separate motifs. The motif in all of 
the tales we have looked at so far is Kl 71.1 'Deceptive Crop 
Division, above ground, below ground'. But in a Telugu version, 
for example, it is a cow which is divided (motif J242.9). In the 
Aarne-Thompson Tale-type Index this is given as tale-type 1633, 
but it is obviously so closely related to AT 1030 that it should 
be regarded as a variant of AT 1030. Interestingly, all of the known 
versions of this tale are found in India, where we may safely assume 
that it arose. With a more extensive search for the tale throughout 
India we might be able to pinpoint the location and approximate 
time period of its origin. We could further compare it with other 
tales in that region to see if it might have arisen through an 
amalgamation with similar motifs in other tales, indicating, 
perhaps, a favorite folk theme there. If that were so, we could 
then examine the relationship between the folktales and the 'folk 
mentality' of that area and make legitimate claims about the 
intellectual origin of at least one variant of one tale-.type. This, 
of course, might seem like a relatively modest achievement, but 
it would be far more valuable than a host of unprovable claims 
about the origins of folktales in general. 
The oldest known version, found in the Hitopadesha, should 
be of interest to you. 14 It is ironic that this version, a literary one, 
should be put to the service of organized religion. But this is not 
really surprising and it does not imply that by virtue of being the 
oldest known version it be regarded as being the original version. 15 
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In addition to the few we have looked atJ there are hundreds 
of examples found in practically all regionst of the world. Now 
how likely is it that these versions arose independently where we 
find them, a product of some primitive or peasant mind, .common 
to all of these places, as evolutionary theory would hc1Ve it? Not 
very likely at all. The similarities are just too great. A much more 
plausible explanation is that the tale has travelled from one culture 
to another by word of mouth over many centuries. We know for 
a fact that versions of this particular piece have gone through a 
number of well known literary renditions and back into oral 
tradition. How can we be certain that the version we know hasn't 
been processed by the mind of a sophisticated literary writer many 
times along the way '! 
Perhaps you know a version yourself. You may remember 
when you first heard it and the specific circumstances. Are 
you now curious as to where and when the basic tale originated? 
And where and when the variant motifs were added? In other 
words, · are you curious about the history of this piece of 
folklore? If so, you would no longer be satisfied with simplistic 
evolutionary theories or silly platitudes about the mental capabilities 
of primitive or peasant folk. The tale did not arise in Tamilnad, 
Gujarat or Andhra, and so we must be careful about claiming 
that it reflects something specific or unique about the Tamil 
or Gujarati peasants' mind or culture. It may be that some of 
the motifs we find in these variants are peculiar to a certain 
culture, however, and that would be interesting. To answer 
these questions - questions which the mere knowledge of the 
many versions raises - we must carefully analyze all the 
versions we can find. There are other questions we might 
think of, but these are the first ones to be resolved. And 
they are very time-consuming, tedious qqestions to answer. 
Folklore scholarship of this kind is not for weak minds and 
people who have little patience; It is not ftjr those who expect 
quick answers. But this is what folkloristi,bs is all about, not 
evolutionary speculation of the sort we looked.at in the last chapter. 
In a more thorough study one would first ass~mble all the known 
I 
versions one could find and group theqi according to the variation 
in the major motifs and the sequence of their occurrence. 
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Presumably, in the case of the tale we have considered, the major 
grouping would be with regard to the object divided, since these 
constitute different motifs (the sequence is usually the same, except 
for the addition of a third bargain in some versions). However, 
one would also want to consider whether there might not be an 
empirically defined grouping on the basis of characters, whether 
human, supernatural or animal. It may even be significant that 
there is a group of versions in which the characters are kinsmen, 
or possibly that there is an historic connection between those 
versions where the first choice is for the upper portion of the crop 
as opposed to those where the first choice is for the lower. 
A hypothetical archetype for each individual motif (trait) is 
postulated on the assumption that the earliest literary ( and therefore 
dateable) versions and.the most widespread oral versions contain 
the ancestral form. These archetypical motifs are combined to form 1 
a hypothetical archetype of the tale itself. One must then see 
whether the tale archetype, a construct of the analyst, empirically 
matches · the earliest known versions and resembles the more 
widespread oral versions. If we have a pretty good fit, we can 
feel fairly certain this must have been the form from which the 
others deviated. We can then study the variant forms and groups 
of variants to see whether some of the variant motifs ( ones not 
found in the archetype, or representing a twist or a development 
on the original motit) might have arisen in a specific region at 
a specific time and were subsequently retained in all of the 
particular sub-group of versions. 
And so the study goes, abstracting hypothetical archetypes and 
testing to see how well they match the empirical data, collected, 
as they are, from different times and places. Although essentially 
empirical, the method rests heavily on technical skill and individual 
ju,dgement as well. Given the size of the world folklore archives, 
when one is trying to study the 'life history' of a given tale (type) 
one typically assembles hundreds or even thousand of versions. 
It is usually necessary to reduce the actual narrative to a listing 
of what one feels to be the essential or important elements (traits, 
motifs), and these are then reduced further to a codified 
representation. In this sort of severe reductionism, much variation 
inevitably gets lost:. a number of distinct versions will look the 
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same. It depends entirely on how .the analyst codifies the tales, 
the concepts he or she sees as significant, whether significant 
variation is lost or retained. 16 
~here are many monographs pertaining to certain tale-types 
which have been published over the years (see note 6). Let us turn 
to one extensive example which is often cited as one of the most 
successful studies of this sort: Walter Anderson's Kaiser und Abt: 
Die Geschichte eines Schwanks ([1923] The Emperor and the 
Abbot. The History of a Schwank), AT 922, or 'The King and 
the Abbot'. 
This book, first published in Russian (Kasan 1916), is still 
considered one of the classic applications of the historic-geographic 
method of the Finnish School because of the exhaustive treatment 
of one Schwank (funny story, anecdote, farce, prank, hoax). Walter 
Anderson (1885-1963), however, revised the method based on his 
own study and research of Kaiser und Abt, by suggesting that a 
Normalfonn historically replaces an Urfonn (or the.original form). 
This modification has been very successful among German 
folklorists. Kurt Ranke, for example, one of Anderson's ex-students 
adhered to the revised approach in his monograph titled Die zwei 
Bruder: eine Studie zur vergleichenden Marchenforschung (r1934] 
. The Two Brothers: A Study Towards the Comparative Study of 
Marchen). 
In his introduction, Anderson characterizes Kaiser und Abt 
as a novellenartige Marchen (a short novel-type Marchen). 
He_ doe~ not, however, explain what he means by this. Rather, 
he identifies the Marchen as AT 922: 'Der Hirtenknabe antwortet 
statt des Priesters auf _die Fragen des Konigs' (The shepherd 
boy answers the questions of the king instead of the priest). 
Anderson centres ~his study on the Ratselfragen (riddle-questions) 
of the story. He notes that although a number of studies had 
alrea~y been published about Kaiser und Abt (4-5), but none 
w~r~ m any _way conclusive. His goal, therefore, is to locate the 
ongmal of diverged variants: "whether they come right from the 
mouth or from_ a literary _source, I will push them back [to the 
source]_ accordmg to a stnct chronological order" (1923:4. Our 
translation). 
Anderson then proceeds with his study by listing the literary 
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variants, which total 161 entries under 62 .headings. Chapter II 
is an outline of the oral variants arranged according to cultural-
linguistic areas, (ollowed by regional versions. This yields twelve 
main headings (Le. Celtic, Romance, Germanic, Baltic, Slavic, 
Finno-Ugric, Turkic, European miscellania, Caucusus, Asian, 
African and American) which are further subdivided into -fifty 
linguistic and regional groups. Chapter Ill is an exposition of the 
quantitative results of his survey. The total variants of Kaiser und 
Abt equal 571. Of these, 410areoraland 161 are literary. Anderson 
sees only sixty-four of the literary variants as stemming from the 
·mouths of the folk ( or perhaps loaned from an unknown literary 
source). The remaining must have been offshoots of these sixty-
four. He concludes thatthe diverged literary remainders have no 
·'independent meaning' (selbstandige Bedeutung), and are therefore 
only mentioned in passing. The oral variants, according to 
Anderson, are more difficult to total. Thus he states that the literary 
births of oral variants can only be surmised and not known; and 
that instead of bral variants, contamination from book variants are 
found. As a result of this, he utilizes only the sixty-four literary 
variants and the 410 collected oral variants, i.e., a total of 474 
variants . 
Anderson begins his comparison by dividing the number. of 
variants back into their national origin. groups according to the 
outline used in Chapters I and II. The story's highest concenlration 
is found among the Germans (72 variants), Danes (42 variants) 
and Finnish Swedes (22 variants). This is then followed by a 
chronological distribution of all the 474 variants. Ohhe 410 oral 
variants, 286 belong to the nineteenth century and 124 belong to 
the twentieth century. These figures cannot be exact, however, 
since there is an overlap in printing time towards the end of the 
century. The study then moves on to a consideration of the actors 
in the nddling process. There are three major factors to be 
considered here: the acting persons, the riddle-questions and. the 
details/particulars; of the narrative. 
In the normal variants there are three actors: the questioner, the 
person asked and 
1
the answer giver. The 'person asked' is often 
fou~d to be a wh9le group (because the questions are asked of 
a number of people), and therefore the 'person asked' and the 
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'answer giver' are identical in seventy-one examples (15 per cent· 
of the total). Anderson then provides the following information 
on the actors: 
The Questioner (Kaiser). In 386 (81 percent) variants, it is a king 
who asks the question, and in 37 variants (7 .8 per cent) the 
questioner is spiritually superior to the person being asked. In 
several variants the questioner is an historical person. 
The Person Asked (Abt). In 3i9 (67.3 per ce,nt) variants, the 
person asked is a spiritual being (Geistlicher). Adderson discovers 
that there is a transformation of monk and abbot (in 89 variants 
it is the abbot; in 183 variants it is the monk/priest). After splitting 
up the sequep.ce into a chart, he concludes thatithe monk/priest 
only appears in old but corrupt variants before the nineteenth 
century, since this phenomenon becomes noticeable only after-the 
coinage of the Abbot title during the Reformation (p. 93). Moreover, 
the reverse seems to be true of a number of Catholic and Greek 
Orthodox variants (i.e., the abbot is replaced by the priest). 
Anderson hypothesizes that a courtier rather than a spiritual 
personage may have been the original person asked. 
The Answer Giver: At first glance, the greatest number of answer 
givers seem to be the miller (77 variants), the shepherd/herdsman 
(131 variants), the cook (23 variants), the sexton (49 variants), 
or a servant (38 variants). Again, Anderson divides these variants 
chronologically, but the result is inconclusive. Anderson focuses 
on the miller and the shepherd, since their occurrence is most 
frequent. He tries to establish the relationship between these two 
figures, and after examining the geographic diffusion of their 
appearance, decides that the herdsman predominates only in 
Germany. 
Anderson then moves to his next concern, the Ratselfragen 
themselves. Normally, there are three questions asked (118 
variants, 24.9 per cent) in a series. It is at this point in his discussion 
that Anderson notes the incredible regularity of this Schwank. He 
wonders how this is possible given the 'kaleidoscope' of variation 
that is evident (111). This musing is important, for it eventually 
leads Anderson to postulate his Gesetz der Selbstberichtigung (The 
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Law of Self-Correction, see 397ff.). First, however, he lists the 
sixteen questions which he feels are 'canonical' in the tradition:· 
A. How high is the sky? B. How deep is the ocean? C. How much 
water is there in the ocean? D. How deep i$ the earth? E. How 
heavy is the earth? F. How wide is the earth? G. Where is the 
center of the earth? H. How many stars are in the heavens? 
J. How heavy is the moon? K. How many leaves are on a tree? 
L. How much does the smoke of burnt wood weigh? M. How much 
is a golden plow worth? N. How much am I worth? 0. What does 
God do? P. How far is it from luck. to ill-fortune? Q. What am 
I thinking? After counting the occurences of each, he adds ~e · 
incidents of their appearance in other tales as well. Anderson then 
exhaustively lists all of the 'left-over' questions (65 total). The 
A through Q riddles appear 63.9 per cent of the time. 
This laborious treatment does not, however, produce any 
definitive results. Concerning the 'random riddle-combination' 
(zufalligen Fragenkombination) making up the tripartite series, 
Anderson admits that the origin cannot be confirmed (277). The 
oldest redaction is also inconclusive. Anderson writes, "Perhaps 
it would be more realistic not to speak of the oldest redaction of 
our Schwank ... " (280. Our translation). Rather, he continues, we 
should look at the oldest known redaction with the fewest variants. 
Do.ing this he concludes that riddle-question O (either 01 or 02) 
is the oldest, but not the original (280). 
Finally, Anderson attempts to reconstruct the history ·of the 
Schwank. He does this in sixty-three sections, and concludes that 
Kaiser und Abt apparently came from a.Jewish community in the 
Near East (maybe Egypt) shortly before the Arab conquest (i.e., 
the beginning of the seventh century A.D.), and the oldest 
redactions spread to other countries of the Near East. The Schwank 
remained almost unaltered for a thousand years (i.e., to the 
beginning of the twentieth century). . 
This reconstruction is clever detective work that gives us, at 
best, a good notion of the diffusion patterns of the Schwank. 
Anderson himself admits that the reconstruction may not be correct 
on every point (p. 396). Nevertheless, during the course of r~ding 
this thorough.handling of the subject, the reader is almost convmced 
that Anderson may have made some major breakthrough in the 
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stu~y of story migration. But after reading the book carefully, one 
not1c~s that ?e has excluded variants from -Africa and Asia ( one 
0
~ this books authors, Korom, has found children's versions of 
this Schwank in Pakistan) and feels that Anderson is not as sensitive 
to context as he claims to be earlier on in his study But thi · h" . . s IS 
n?t 1s ~am c~ncem. He !s more interested in looking at the 'life 
history of a given narrative, and its historical and geographical 
permutations. This, by its very nature, calls for a drastic reduction 
of the material. 
In ~e Allgemeine Beobachtungen (Overall Observations) section 
of his ~ook, Anderson confidently states in a footnote that 
everythmg he h~s writt~n about Kaiser und Abt applies to other 
genres as well (1.e., Lieder, Ratsel, Sprichworter, etc.). Here, 
Anderson postulates f!as Gese~z der Selbstberichtigung (p. 397, The 
Law o_f Self-Co?"e_ction), wh~ch he believes to be the stabilizing 
fore~ m transm1ss1on and migration. The law enables a tale to 
readJ~st to_ any changes ':hich result from transmission through 
an umdentifiable mechamsm. This 'ironing out' as E E Ki fi h lid" , .. eer 
as ca e It, allows for the preservation of a tale approximating 
the Urform. B~t even so, there is a constant departure from the 
Urform. How 1s 'c~ange. and stability simultaneously possible? 
A~derson. sees t~e mcons1stency as being located in the incorrect 
att1tud~ '"'.1th ';h1ch scholars, particularly Albert Wesselski, view 
transffi1ss10~ (1.e., from narrator to narrator only once). Anderson 
holds, as Kiefer has correctly shown (Kiefer 1947:31), that: "l) 
~very narrator has heard the Marchen from another narrator several 
times. 2) ~e has heard it, not from a single person, but from a 
whol~ senes of persons." The Law of Self-Correction then 
descn~es a~ 'exception' (i.e., 'variation as error')"becoming th; 
norm (1.e., error as improvement'). Such a normative variation 
~en spr~ds through the complete carrying capacity of the original 
mfiltratmg all of the other variants. This process is called 
U":walzu?g by Anderson. Over time, the normative form deviates 
quite noticeably from the Urform, and eventually replaces it 
Howe~er, _Anderson allows for the maintenance of a close; 
approXImation of the Urform in isolation (i.e., geographical pockets 
n~t reached by the normative form). He thus feels that the Urform 
ffilght be found among these 'modem archaic forms., . 
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In summary, Anderson makes five major points in this book. 
Kiefer has listed them as '' stability of the Marchen, change of the· 
Urform into normal form, substitution of modem formjor extinct 
Urform, complete loss of Urform in kaleidoscopic variation, and 
paths of transmission" (Kiefer 1947:30). 
Reconstructions, such as Anderson's, of the history, distribution' 
and development of a particular tale are, of course, like ail history, 
uncertain representations of reality. Once one accepts this, and 
the fact that reconstructions be subjected to criticism and can be 
modified in the light of new discove.ries to reduce the level of 
uncertainty, one has a powerful tool that can be used to study 
folklore in other theoretical contexts as well. 17 With an idea of 
the historical .distribution of a tale and an indication that certain 
of its motifs (or other traits) developed specifically in a certain 
society at a certain time, we can begin to investigate how, and 
in what ways, a tale reflects the culture, the social characteristics, 
the psychology or the ideology of a people. 
But before one gets too complacent in the thought that all tales 
are part of an enormous, world-wide chain linking tellers and 
audiences who in tum become tellers in a single, discoverable 
historical relatioµship, one should realise that the· picture is 
complicated in several ways. One is that tales such as the 'Crop 
Division' are frequently part of a cycle of tales involving the same 
group of characters. This is true of the animals of the ancient Indian 
and the African yxamples. In Europe the tale is also told as part 
of an animal cycle. There is a long-standing debate about whether 
these cycles are historically related. Furthermore, some of the tale-
types within the cycles are very similar. Tale-type 9B, for example, 
concerns the division of a crop such that a fox takes the com and 
a bear takes the chaff, differing from AT 1030 only on the basis 
of a minor variation in the principal motif which, as we have seen, 
can readily vary without being regarded as constituting a different 
tale-type. 
Certainly not all tales in the cycles are historically related in 
the sense we have been suggesting. And the problem of deciding 
which ones a;e is complicated by the fact that within the cycle, 
from the point of view of the narrators, it may be that the set of 
motifs have a greater 'narrative reality' than do the separate tales. 
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Methodologically, motifs are distinguished from tales in that they 
are not presumed to be 'genetically' or historically related. That 
is, given a story cycle tradition containing a set group of charactei:s, 
the narrators have a repertoire of actions by which they characterize 
their relationship. The tales which result from putting together the 
potential combinations would not then be historically related as 
tales, and the motifs would be subject to the imagination of the 
narrator. Historical connections are usually presumed if they have 
many elements in common, on the basis that these common 
elements are unlikely to arise in similar tales by chance. But if 
two cultures have broadly similar economic, political and kinship 
structures and similarly stereotyped stock narrative figures, there 
is a fairly high probability that they might develop similar tales 
even without direct historic links between the narrators, more 
especially in situations where the tales are parts of cycles. In other 
words, there would be no good reason to doubt that similar tales 
might, indeed, independently arise in two different cultures under 
similar conditions as a product of the combination and 
recombination of similar, but culturally-spe,cific motifs. 18 The 
historical-geographic method depends on the assumption that this 
happens very, very rarely. · 
There are problems, then, with the historical-geographic method. 
Each link must be satisfactorily demonstrated and rarely do we 
have th!;l empirical data available to do so. I~ would be wise to 
view sceptically any claim linking a small.number of tales widely 
separated in time or space unless they can be specifically linked 
by trade routes or documented movements of people. 
NOTES 
I. Unfortun~tely, in the works of many theorists the large body of specific 
comparanve evidence is often simply presumed in order to focus on the 
kind of analyti~ method or interpretation the author is advocating. And all 
too often one finds that comparative material is selectively used if it supports 
the theori.st's ideas and 1ignored if it doesn't. · 
2. For a comparative analysis of versions of a game played in India and other 
culture~ around the world, and the different levels of culture one may have 
to take. mto account (as play, as a motif in stories, in ritual etc.) see Claus 
1987. ' 
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3. A very useful bibliography of such indices recently has been compiled by 
Azzolina (1987). 
4. Indian folklorists who have used the Indices have generally not taken 
advantage of the historical methodology implied in the very definition of 
a tale-type. Indian folklorists have not developed a strong interest in the 
world wide distribution of tales and motifs found in Indian folklore and 
the library resources necessary to do the kind of historical research to which 
the Indices are put elsewhere are not to be found in libraries in India. Instead, 
Indian folklorists confine their use of the indices to organizing and classifying 
local collections. As we will demonstrate in Chapter 6, other than for the 
historical-geographical purposes for which they were designed, the Aarne-
Thompson indices are very poor tools for the classification of tales. A 
classification scheme based on the morphology of tales would be much more 
satisfactory for most purposes. 
5. For a recent and more complete description of the methodology see Goldberg 
1984. The methodology is discussed at length in Chapter V of Thompson 
(1946), with numerous examples of the "life history" of tales discussed 
throughout the text. Krohn (1971) contains an excellent account of the method 
from the perspective of one of its founders and early practitioners. For yet 
earlier developments in the study of the history of tales see Taylor 1928. 
6. Many tale types have received even more extensive research and discussion. 
Several excellent, readily available examples of this sort of approach are 
Rooth 1951, Swahn 1955, Taylor 1927, Roberts 1958, Ranke 1934 and Cox 
1893. Other examples are discussed later in this chapter. The most complete 
discussion of the method may be found in Part IV of Thompson 1951. 
7. Beck, et al. 1987. 
8. In this and the previous tale, it would seem that the choices presume that 
soils in the lower portion of field are denser and retain more moisture than 
the upper portion, and are therefore more desireable. In this version we 
have to assume further that this kind of soil is more suitable for some crops 
than others: the ambiguity revolves on whether it is the field or the crop 
to which reference is being made. 
9. Introductory classes can be assigned a project which enables the student 
to get a feel for this type of folkloristic activity without undue burden on 
any one student. Each student can be given a tale (or two) to read. The 
tales should come from some part of India other than the students' home 
region. In addition to these the student should be asked to see if he/she can't 
think of at least two or three versions from their regional language - each 
group should have some people in it who know some folktales and, ideally 
from different parts of the region. The students should be encouraged to 
use published collections. Each tale should be identified by its type and, 
if the motif index is available, each major motif should be identified. Then 
the student should try to think of five questions or more that the tale and 
its variations stimulate. The students should be made to write these questions 
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out, though they do not necessarily have to answer them. Just seeing how 
variation in folk material raises questions is instructive. 
IO. Several of the most complete, popular editions of the Grimm collection are 
Hunt 1884, Grimm 1972 and Zipes 1987. 
11. In a French version (Massignon 1968, tale # 33) the tale is· set in a time 
when only God and the Devil are on earth and it is God who outwits the 
Devil with this classic ruse. 
12. These tales date from Joel Chandler Harris 1892. This rendition is from 
Eddins 1931:153-64. The transciiiption provided by the collector may not 
be phonetically very accurate, and may even be offensively stereotypic, 
but it may nevertheless accurately convey the narrator's story telling style. 
In the view of many folklorists, the Uncle Remus collection of tales is con-
trived and constitutes "fakelore", not folklore. We agree, but use the ex-
ample here only as evidence that the tales, whether literary or authentically 
oral, have come to America from other lands and are popular here. One 
should not regard the dialectal representation as transcription from an oral 
source. This is the manner in which the tales have been published, but it 
is a stereotype of Southern )3lack dialect rather than an accurate transcrip-
tion of actual speech. 
13. Tale# 70 in Eberhardt 1965:179-80. 
14. In a more studious exposition one would have begun by listing the literary 
versions first, in chronological order, and then listed the oral versions by 
geographic location where they were found. 
15. It may be surprise one, however, since it was part of the Buddhist tradition 
for so long that apparently did not find its way to China much earlier. There 
are many possible explanations for this, including the one that simply because 
it does not occur in any collection doesn't mean that it does not exist. It 
may have occurred there at one point and lost popularity or even been 
repressed. But (in consideration of many tales in the collection) it seems 
more likely that tales in the Hinayana tradition simply did not find their 
way northward as ones belonging to the Mahayana traditions did. The ex-
planation entails knowledge of the history of trade relations along the silk 
routes. 
16. There is a fine, short summary of the sort of study necessary to cQme to 
some understanding of the history of a particular tale, Cinderella (510A). 
It is the article entitled ' 1Traditional Areas in Eurasia" by Anna Bergitta 
Rooth in the book Cinderella:_ A Case Study, edited by Alan Dundes. 
17. Alan Dundes, equally skilled in psychoanalytic interpretation and folklore 
methodology, has often criticized psychologists for being " ... willing to 
postulate absolute universality on the basis of a scattering of case hi;;tories-
all typically from Western cultures. This cavalier disregard of cultural 
relativism, the notion that each human culture is to some extent a unique, 
'noncomparable entity, has bothered anthropologists, for example, and has 
prevented psychoanalytic theory from being seriosly considered by many 
potentially sympathetic scholars." (Dundes 1987:23) 
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18. The roblem is further clouded by the fact that all of the civilizations of 
the o~d world (Eurasia and Africa) are known to have ha~ contact throu~h 
ad d other media of communication and that technological and economic 
~e~ ;assed widely between them. These facto_rs are sufficient to account 
for broad similarities in social structure and hfe style. 
CHAPTER FIVE 
Psychoanalysis and the Folktale 
IN the last chapter we saw that the idea of a tale-type inspires 
historical interpretation in a comparative context (see Chapter 2 
for a discussion of comparative context). On the assumption that 
the tale arose only once in human history (monogenesis), all of 
the versions of the tale were presumed to be historically 
("genetically") related. Some folklorists, especially in the first 
half of the twentieth century, took enormous pains to try to· 
reconstruct the 'life history' of particular tales which produced 
all the versions, wherever they may be found. Variations in the 
tales may then be interpreted as reflecting the adaptations they 
undergo in different cultural contexts. 
Earlier, nineteenth century folklorists and anthropologists ( as 
discussed in Chapter 3) were less patient, and tried to understand 
the historical relationship between variants of folk materials within 
a ready-made evolutionary framework. They simply assigned the 
folklore of whom they thought were the most 'primitive' people 
to the earliest strata of the evolution of culture. The literature of 
the more 'civilized' people was assumed to arise at a later date. 
If there was anything in common between the two, if was taken 
to represent a 'survival' of the past into later times. The stated 
historical relationship was in fact little more than an index of the 
difference the theorist perceived between selected features of their 
own culture and equivalent features of the; other culturei 
concemed. 1 i 
But many people do not think of a tale in historical terms at 
all. Instead, a tale might be considered simply as one in a group 
of tales with a similar theme ( such as incest, patricide, sororicide), 
or motif (such as vampires, magic seeds, bean stalks). It becomes 
difficult to imagine ever tracing a precise historical connection 
between all the tales which contain a similar theme, especially when 
the theme is very general and the variants are numerous and found 
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in widely separated cultures. In these cases, it is easier to imagine 
that certain themes may have independently arisen many times 
(polygenesis) and persisted in all cultures because of some common 
denominators in human experience or human mentality, due to 
the presence of psychic unity, or a collective consciousness. Instead 
of merely looking at the historical context, we must also look at 
the psychological one. In any case, since it makes sense that a 
tale should be perpetuated in a culture because it interests people 
at some level of consciousness, something other than mere 
historical connection must be at work whenever a tale is told. 
Such psychological dimensions might include any number of 
aspects of the human psyche, not simply memory. We know that 
many folk traditions are not memorized and performed by rote. 
The variation we see in all kinds of folklore (narrative, ritual, etc.) 
implies that new elements are frequently created and added over 
time as they spread from one culture to another. They are 
perpetuated only when they satisfy the imagination and capture 
the interest of both teller and audience. Whenever we find tales 
of a very general nature widely dispersed in a large number of 
cultures, we begin to suspect that there is something in common 
at some level of consciousness and in the experiences of people 
in any society. That is to say, some common psychic denominators 
may be sfiared by all people. This perspective may help to provide 
a fuller understanding of such tales and why they are found where 
they are. To interpret tales in this light, however, the folklorist 
would need knowledge and expertise such as that possessed by 
the psychologist, the student of the human mind and psyche. 
Indeed, even before there was a separate science of psychology, 
some evolutionists did pos~tllate a certain 'psychic unity of 
mankind'. 2 Early anthropologists and folklorists were the first to 
study psychological phenomena in a world-wide, cross-cultural 
perspective, albeit using now unacceptable evolutionist theories. 
Such theories held that as human culture evolved, so too did human 
mentality, implying that more 'civilized' people have a higher or 
more complex level of consciousness than do more 'primitive' 
people, but that they still retain survivals of the earlier levels. The 
process was seen as cumulative. Anthropologists and folklorists 
have largely abandoned such simplistic notions, but certain 
1'; 
,! 
,,, 
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psychologists have subsequently taken up the task of studying the 
evolution of human psychology world-wide. Generally, however, 
anthropologists and folklorists have been rather critical of their 
theories and findings. 
Freud, Psychoanalysis and Folklore 
Nevertheless, there is one theory of the p~yche which has continued 
to fascinate many folklorists throughout the twentieth century, that 
of Sigmund Freud, a student both of psychology (in fact regarded 
as the founder of modem clinical and developmental psychology) 
and anthropology. It is a theory which has spawned widely diffe~ent 
interpretations amongst his followers in the 75 years or more smce 
it was first developed. Interested readers should consult the 
bibliography at the end of this book if they wish to pursue this 
line of thought and qow it might apply to folklore or India. We 
can provide only a thumbnail sketch of his very complex theory. 
It will be adequate only to the task of seeing whether it does have 
applicability to folklore material, but not whether it does not. The 
value of a psychological interpretation of thought and behaviour 
is that it is associated with a theory that has been tested and 
developed independently of its use as a tool in folkloristics, in 
clinical psychiatry. Whenever we can link our findings to lower 
level, more basic sciences, ·we strengthen the validity and reliability 
of our interpretations. So, before linking folklore to psychoanalysis, 
we must take an excursion into Freud's general theory of the human 
psyche and its development. 
In Freud's view the human psyche is separated into three 
components: the Id, the Ego and the Supei:-ego. 3 The Id is the 
most primitive, the most animalistic, instinctive realm. It consists 
largely of the instincts we are born with, those which dominate 
the character of an infant. The Id demands direct and immediate 
gratification of its basic desires. These desires are few in number: 
relief from the pangs of hunger, the need to sleep, the need for 
pleasure, the need for comfort, etc. 4 When the Id can't have these, 
it immediately screams out. For the infant, the mother is there 
to satisfy these needs with her breast and her warmth. The infant 
finds all bf its pleasure, comfort and security in its mother, from 
whom it is at first almost inseparable. But in modern society the 
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child is expected to grow up and delay this sort of immediate 
.gratification, to leave the mother and go out into the world and 
obey its rules and proprieties. 
The world and its social rules and proprieties constitute the Super-
ego, internalized i,nto the Self as conscience, sin, guilt and the like: 
all, necessarily, having a sort of negative, constraining quality to 
them. The transition from Id-dominated infant to Super-ego-guided 
adult is not an easy one. As the transformation is effected, the 
Self develops an Ego - what we commonly call the personality 
- to mediate between these two contradictory sets of internal 
demands. The increasingly complicated role of the Ego is, as it 
develops, to satisfy the demands of the Id through the restraints 
of the Super-ego. 5 The Ego is a rational, conscious portion of the 
self, while the Id is not. The Id is deep within the unconscious 
mind. But while the Ego is what we are familiar with (being 
consciousness) nothing originates within it. All of our conscious 1 
thoughts and feelings and interests originate in the unconscious; 
the conscious mind originates nothing. Its functions are to criticize 
and select and to control - to mediate between the unconsciol!s 
and the . world around. The Ego is an individual and variable 
phenomenon while the Id and the Super-ego (in a given community) 
are not. 
The Ego goes ~ough certain very definite stages of development 
and the most dominant features of the personality are formed fairly 
early in life, in the first six or eight years, say. 6 If there is serious 
disturbance fn this process of development, there will be serious 
consequences in the later life of the Ego. These disturbances 
produce fixations, individually arbitrary ritual and symbolic 
attachments. In severe cases, they produce neurosis, delusions and 
psychosis - mentally crippling illnesses. 
There are certain common symbolic and ritualistic ways in which 
the Ego deals with the·demands of the Id. This sort of personal 
symbolism is the product of a process whereby an item becomes 
a substitute reality to satisfy the necessarily repressed demands 
and desires of the unconscious. 7 One common form of this personal 
symbolic process is called symbolic displacement: substituting a 
symbolic object for the real object of the Id's desires. Another 
is symbolic transference: the substitution of another person for 
98 Folkloristics and Indian Folklore 
the real person the Id desires. The Id is irrational and unintelligent 
(in the normal use of this term), and is easily fooled, at least for 
a time. It accepts as a normal course of the maturation and 
socialization process substitutions legitimated by the society to 
which he belongs. 8 
There is no society which gives full reign to the Id, and which 
does not provide acceptable substitutions for its ;original desires. 
B\lt even so, there are those whose Ids are not cai-ed for, and they 
live a life of peculiarly and individually internalized and extensive 
substitution: a life of fantasies and delusions. We all dream, and 
we all day-dream (fantasize) to some extent, wb.en the childlike 
Id within us forces its desires upon our Egos and our Egos can 
do only this to satisfy it. This usually occurs in areas of our lives 
where we are stymied by guilt and other oppressive prohibitions, 
real or imagined. It is more characteristic of certain times of our 
lives than others: with regard to sexual desires during adolescence 
and young adulthood, for example. It is this class of imagined guilt 
and inhibition that psychoanalytic therapy helps to eradicate. Or, 
in the case of real, societally imposed prohibitiqns, to find another, 
more successful way to satisfy desire than the disturbed personality 
has been using. 
So much for the theory. Freud's many contributions to the study 
of the mind, not onJy in psychology, but also in other disciplines 
where the phenomenon of the mind is important, is difficult to 
overestimate. His ideas have been modified and developed in many 
different directions. Many of his suggestions have been discarded 
altogether. Different disciplines (including psychoanalysis) accept 
or reject different portions of the overall theory. The most important 
contributions are probably the most general: that the mind consists 
of different levels of consciousness, that there are processes of 
symbolic communication between the different levels, and that the 
individual human goes through a process of personality 
development which involves the development of this 
communication system between levels of consciousness. 
Here we shall only pursue his general theory in one small area, 
a late stage in the development of the Ego, the Oedipus Complex. 
It is called this after a. well known Greek drama (part of a trilogy) 
about a man who killed his father and married his mother - without 
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conscious knowledge of the kin relations. When he discovers the 
truth, he is overcome with guilt and plinds himself. 
Now, the Oedipal Complex is a part of the human condition, 
the Greek drama a mere instance of its expression. 9 As we grow 
up, as we internalize rules of society, we (our Super-egos) are 
forced to give up our mothers (and ourselves) as the primary and 
generalized source of our sexual gratification. We are asked to 
differentiate not only ourselves from others - particularly the 
mother, to whom we have been so closely attached - but particular 
individuals amongst others. The first group we become familiar 
with is, of course, the family, mother, siblings, father. It is at this 
same time that two other things begin happening: the genitals 
become a source of pleasure and become a source of sexual identity. 
And, secondly, we become increasingly aware of the father's 
presence, and his role in our _personality development (primarily 
in the realm of the Super-ego). He is first seen as a powerful figure, 
a figure, for boys, like ourselves, a male with whom they identify 
and a figure of external authority. Indeed, he is all of these things. 
But for the small boy, the father is enormous in size, and the child 
is small. The father is a fearful entity. 
There is considerable disagreement amongst psychoanalysts as 
to how this process of the development of sexuality and sexual 
identity applies to girls. Most distinguish an Electra Complex 
(taking the name from a figure in another Greek tragedy) which. 
mirrors the Oedipal Complex in some ways.10 However, the control 
of sexuality falls more heavily on females in most societies and 
their sexuality and reproductive nature become a part of a family's 
social strategies. Repression of their sexual desires is more 
complicated, sometimes entailing an earlier, and subsequently more 
severe, denial. But even more importantly, the initial object of 
their sexual gratification is, like a boy's, the mother - but, of 
-course, the mother is of the same sex. 'The patterning of sexual 
identity, the focusing of sexual gratification and the competition 
with the mother over sexual attention from the father develop 
somewhat differently than in the case of a boy .11 
The mother, her breast, her body, is the first object of our desire, 
the first means by which we satisfy our sexual awakenings. As 
we become aware of our father we .also become aware that he is 
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(for a_boy) our competitor. But he is so much bigger, and more 
effective, that in the end we give way to his rights to mother's 
sexuality, but not without a fight - symbolically and internally 
th·12 d ' at ts. In a olescence, when the situation becomes more severe 
we displace o~r real mother with a dream mother, or a fantas; 
moth~r. We d1splac~_our sources of sexual stimulation similarly. 
We displace our peruses with other symbolic forms other parts 
of our bodies, the head, the nose, speech and so foFth. We battle 
with and conquer our fathers in dreams and fantasies. Eventually 
we accept our father's authority, recognize our conquest with guilt, 
castrate ourselves, symbolically, and accept the strictures of 
society, the authority of our fathers. Frustrated with1 our own 
impotence, we bide our time as best we can until later, when we 
find socially legitimized lovers or a wife. 
We realize that to ~e non-specialist this probably sounds pretty 
far-fetched. Indeed, 1t may even sound rather irritating. But Freud 
found: these and more .seriously disturbed types of symbolic 
beh~v1our operating in the lives of his neurotic patients, and by 
trac~ng_ these symb~li~ behaviour patterns back to early childhood 
begmmngs deep w1thm the levels of the sub-conscious Self, he 
was able to help them resort their thoughts, bring them to the level 
of the conscious, and resolve the conflicts at a higher level of the 
Self - the·Ego .. The process of reliving confrontations between 
the Id and _re~ity is a painful process. The Ego has been protecting 
these med1at1ons for many years and they have been forgotten on 
purpose. 
~ut what does thjs all have to do with folklore? Two things, 
which yo~ may want to see independently or integrally connected. 
The first 1s that Freud equated the primitive levels of the Self with 
~rimi~ve cultures. In primitive cultures, humans, nearly animals, 
bved like children in an Id dominated world; As culture evolved 
so too di? _the demands of the Super-ego and, in consequence, th; 
complextties and problems of the Ego. Ritual and myth developed 
from these sources, too. And Freud imagined the following drama: 
In the beginning humans lived in bands. The father had access to 
the sexuality of the women, mothers and sisters of the young adult 
males. As the boys grew older they too desired the women and 
ganged together, plotted and executed the murder of the father. 
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What foll9wed was a revelry of incestuous sex. When it was over, 
they recalled the image 0f their father, guilt over the murder of 
the one after whom they had patterned their own male identity 
overcame them. They denied themselves henceforth their own 
kinswomen (a sort of castration) and made offerings of appeasement 
to their ancestor, their father. They swore to follow the rules (his· 
earlier demands, authority) he had established. 
From this primeval event eventually evolves much of social 
organization, law, religion and myth. 13 Freud was an evolutionist 
and his thought found support in the evolutionary ideas of 
anthropologists such as E. B. Tylor. He was particularly drawn 
to the study of folklore, because he thought he could see there 
the fantasy of the earlier stages of human psychic development. 
Along with many others of his time, he regarded folklore as a 
survival. He thought it only natural that folktales should be told 
to children, because in evolutionist theory, children and primitives 
are alike in many ways. Equating primitives with his psychotic 
patients, he used folktales in his therapy to bring people back to 
earlier stages of their personality development. Psychologists today 
often do the same thing, and presumably for the same reasons. 14 
But even without the evolutionist notions attached, and even 
without regarding folktales as survivals, one does have to admit 
that there may be parallels between the fantasies one encounters 
within them and the fantasies of dreams and day-dreams. 15 One 
encounters remarkably similar entities and remarkably similar 
actions: could they not both be projections ofld desires sublimated 
and displaced into symbolic forms? If you accept this possibility 
and if you accept 1the essential accuracy of the Freudian division 
of the Self and the functions of these parts, could you not analyze 
the tale as symbolism associated with the basic psychological 
complexes of the human condition, the Oedipus complex and its 
parallel the Electra complex? 16 It must be kept in mind, though, 
that proof of the value of psychoanalytic theory does not depend 
on its ability to analyze folktales, but rather its effectiveness in 
· a clinical setting. And even in this regard, it may work, even if 
we do not accept the reasons put f6rth as to why it works. 
In any case, in many types of folklore some form of psychological 
analysis is essential. We have already stressed the importance of 
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studying folklore in context. In rituals this often means the study 
of a text (perhaps a myth or a tale or a prayer which transforms 
the ritual space into a cosmic one) in the ritual context. But we 
often ?ave to go beyond this narrow situation, and look at the ritual 
itself m the broader social context and in the context of the lives 
of ~~ Pai:1icipa~ts. _In certain kinds of rituals found in many 
societies, ntuals identified by Victor Turner as 'rituals of affliction' 
problems ':hich arise in the daily life of the participants are brough; 
for resolution and cure to the ritual context. 17 Many, if not most, 
of the problems are of an individual psychological nature. In this 
type of ri~~ it is hl'.1fd to escape from the necessity of looking 
at the activities of the ritual and the structure of the text in the 
light ?fits res~nance with individual psychological history. 1a But 
even m the tel!mg of a_tale, we might ask why, in a psychological 
sense, tales with certam themes are told to cert.ain groups or why 
a person chooses to tell a particular tale at a particular time or 
why a particular person remembers tales of aicertain sort b;tter 
than others. 19 ! 
An Example 
Let ~s try out this_ theory by applying it to the! interpretation and 
anal~s1s_ of an Ind1ru_i folktale. A. K. Ramanujan has argued 
convmcmgly that, stnctly speaking, the Oedipus tale-type is not 
, found~ India (Ramanujan 1984).20 Let's take the Electra complex. 
We will use the story of Sanykisar, number 17 in the Folktales 
of India. The tale comes from Kashmir, but one of the authors 
(C~au~) _has collected a thematically similar tale in Tulu and portions 
of 1t (It 1s a long and complex tale, containing variants of a number 
of different tale-types) can be found in many parts of India and 
other_ areas of _the world. One distinctively Kashmiri feature (at 
least In the Indian context) is that the moon is regarded as female. 
Jaw~arlal Handoo, a native Kashmi.ri folklorist, tells us that this 
tale 1s most often told during the cold winter months by a 
grandmother to a group of prepubescent girls who are huddled 
together underneath a blanket (personal communication): 
In the beginning of the tale a boy finds a hair in his food and 
declares he will marry 'whosoever belongs to this hair'. The hair 
turns out to be his sister's. Since he persists with his incestuous 
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claim, the girl runs awa:y from home. At night, in the forest, she 
encounters an ascetic (fakir) who gives her seven seeds. 'Sow these 
seeds. Seven trees will grow out of them within a second. If you 
climb one of those trees no harm shall come to you.' She did. But 
some time later, her parents and her brother came along and 
chopped them down. As they cut the last one, she prayed to Mother 
Moon to take her up and protect her. There, Mother Moon asks 
her to comb her hair, but warns her not to touch the center of her 
scalp, that that would bring her pain and cause her to lose her hair. 
The unfortunate girl does, however, touch that spot and is 
immediately cast out. 
She falls into the nest of Father Crow. There she lives happily 
for some time, until her real mother again finds her and tries to 
entice her home by offering her toys. She refuses, but still regrets 
not having these things. Father Crow brings her all the toys she 
wants. Later her father comes and tries to entice her home by 
offering her a spinning wheel. Again she refuses, and again Father 
Crow brings her one. Finally, her brother comes and offers her 
a bridal gown. She refuses and Father Crow supplies one instead. 
A prince happens along and sees her up in the tree, dressed 
in her bridal gown and spinning. He begs her to come down and 
be his bride. She says she must first ask Father Crow. But the 
impatient prince, at the suggestion of his minister, cuts the tree 
down and steals her away. At the palace she must compete with 
the prince's six other wives. The prince holds three contests to 
see which of his wives is the cleverest. The contests entail husking 
paddy, decorating the bedrooms and preparing a meal. In each, 
our heroine's Crow Father comes to her rescue and helps her. She 
in tum tricks the other queens into preparing a foul mess to offer 
the prince. Once she has defeated all the other queens in these 
contests, she and the prince live happily ever after. 
It is particularly tempting to try psychoanalytic interpretation 
on this tale because it is concerned with a girl's individuation, the 
process of the awaTeness and separation of her Self from other 
family members. 21 It deals frankly with the matter of her sexuality 
from the very outset: her older brother (a diminutive representation 
of the father) desires sexual relations wi~ her. In order to read 
the tale psychoanalytically, we must read it from the perspective 
of her sexual development. This is important. The series of attempts 
to find a satisfactory sexual encounter - moving, as it does, 
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through different episodes involving a v~ety of symbolic fantasies 
- are h~r attempts. The 'narrative vi~~ point' is from the girl's 
perspective. Whether we wish to interpi:ei her brother as a substitute 
father or not, his words are hers, a ·p&¢nomenon called 'reverse 
project~on': well known in psychoa~ysis. 22 She is putting his 
speech m his mouth - the words represint her sexual desire which 
she rec~ils fro~ as soon as she hears them coming from her 
un:o~scious mmd. She runs into the forest, and into the night. 
This 1s the place of dreams and fantasies. She is alone when she 
enco~nters her next father substitute,an old man, a fakir, a man 
ass?ciated w~th magic, who offers her a magical solution to her 
~es1res. He gives her seed ( = semen). He offers her seven penises 
m the form of trees which grow quickly: erections which she climbs 
and res!s on top of. In the analysis of dreams, these are familiar 
symboh~ forms of sexual encounters and sexual activity. It does 
n~t _requ1re us to stretch our imagination much to interpret these 
similar syn:ibols in a similar fashion. 
But again her family appears with their demands that she return 
from this form of fantasized sexuality. Her father and her brother 
now probably representing_ simply societal control of her sexuality: 
chop down her trees. She is not ready. She regresses to an earlier 
form of sexual gratification from her mother, Mother Moon. With 
her sub_stitute mother she· is in a completely feminine world of 
symbohc sexual relations. She is allowed to admire and play with 
the em~lems of sexual identity (hair=vagina) which they share, 
?ut which Mother Moon possesses in such magnificent form. There 
1s a place in the middle of the hair - the clitoris, displaced upward 
to the top of the he~d, as is universally common - she may not 
touch. Homosexuality and masturbation are prohibited to her. Yet 
she ~oe~ touch there. Again she recoils from the attempted 
su~stitution; or, rather, her mother (social norms, the Super-ego) 
reJe_cts her. The _sexual encounter with the mother is also a war 
agamst th~ mother. She causes her mother pain. And having done 
so, s~e reJects herself (an ac~ of guilt equivalent to Oedipus putting 
out his eyes, a female eqmvalent of castration). 
She falls in with another father figure, this time a penis-less 
(or so~ bird see~s to be) father who makes no sexual demands, 
but satisfies all of her needs for comfort and companionship 
O 
The 
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description of their life together is that of husband and wife, but 
lacking a se~ual dimension. At the same time it is clear he is her 
father. After the battle with the mother, despite her defeat, she 
fantasizes that her father has come to her rescue and she has won 
the war. He gives her everything her family would give her. All 
substitutes for sex - a part of her life she has up to now miserably 
failed achieving. He is what she wishes her real father and brother 
were, kind and giving but not demanding. But again, having 
regressed, her sexual desires are reawakening. The last gift her 
crow-father gives her reminds her of her need for a complete mate. 
And ·her mind,' now, after this gentle, platonic relationship with 
a male (a father), is ready for the real thing. He comes, as is so 
often the case, in _the form of a prince. The prince, too, has the 
tree cut down, but this time the fanciful life up in a tree is substituted 
for real marriage. Almost. There are still six other competitors. 
But in this rivalry, almost like~ sibling rivalry where the mother 
figures are more her equals (having had the sexual, albeit fanciful, 
experience she hfill had with Father Crow) she has a greater chance 
of success. But still her loving father is needed. He teaches her 
the clever ways to win a man: housework and food. 'Be his 
mother,' he seems to advise her, knowing that the prince, too, 
is maturing through his parallel Oedipal complex. And in the end 
she wins her prince and they live together satisfying one another's 
sexual desires, socially acceptable substitutes for the forbidden 
objects of their initial sexual desires. 
Other Schools of Psychoanalytic Interpretation 
The other major figure who has contributed most significantly to 
the psychological study of folklore is Carl Gustav Jung 
(1885-1961). His theories have influenced such notable scholars 
of folklore and mythology as Mircea Eliade, Heinrich Zimmer, 
Joseph Campbell, Karl Kerenyi, Robert Graves and Erich 
Neumann, to name just a few. Jung was a student of Freud in his 
younger days, and borrowed a developmental model from his 
mentor. However, he parted ways with Freud due to differences 
concerning other methodological issues. Jung's approach is much 
more mystical than Freud's, and it is therefore not surprising that 
he has influenced a number of scholars in the field of the history 
. I 
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of religions. In the section that follows, we will be primarily 
concerned with Jung's essay titled 'The Phenomenology of the 
~pirit in Fairy Tales,' since ·it is one of his most important essays 
ID terms of our concerns here. 23 
Jung is aware of the fact that the psyche cannot be grasped 
in its entirety. Therefore, he suggests that it can only be observed. 
Based on our observations we could then begin to describe the 
ineffable nature of the psyche's behaviour. Central to his argument 
is the concept of 'spirit' as it is defined in Occidental culture. 
Jung states that we tend to contrast the spirit with matter and 
nature in the West. He suggests that we view spirit as a series 
of gradations from a lowest to a highest form. The highest level 
of spirit, according to Jung, is 'god', in whatever abstract form 
we conceive of him. He sees spirit as alive and dynamic, the 
force which drives human action and is at the base of all 
psychological phenomena. Whereas spirit is alive, matter is, 
for all practical purposes, dead. He further lists the characteristics 
of spirit as follows: it is a 'principle of spontaneous movement 
and activity'; it has the 'spontaneous capacity to produce images 
.independently of sense perception;' and it has the capacity for the 
'autonomous . and sovereign manipulation of these images' 
(de Laszlo 1958:67). Because the spirit is autonomous and 
self-motivating, it can produce psychological manifestations 
independent of any exterior force. 
The spirit marµfests itself primarily in dreams as archetypes, 
according to Jung. Archetypes are so central to our psychic make-
up that if we divorce ourselves from them, we become neurotic. 
In other words, we are dependent on our core stock of universal 
archetypal images. Jung's notion of the archetype is based on his 
observation that the phenomenon of spirit is grounded in the pre-
existence of a primordial superstructural image which is universally 
manifest in the minds of all human beings. The ~uman psyche is 
thus built upon a preconscious foundation; · Based on clinical 
observations made while working with patients, Jung found that 
specific paternal complexe&__ possessed a spiritual quality 
characteristic of the 'wise old man' archetype. The 'wise old man' 
can -manifest himself in numerous masculine guises that possess 
authority, such as a magician, heaier, teacher or spiritual leader. 
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Because archetypes function autonomously, independent of human 
mental activity, the archetypal image of the spir~t _can make. itself 
known to man whenever it is needed to fill a spmtual lack ID the 
person. 
Like so many other psychologists, Jung sees dre.µns express~d 
in fairy tales. He thus feels that folklore is an excellent do~aID 
for the study of the psychological make-up of human behaviour. 
In fact he feels that folklore is ideal for this task because the analyst 
can d~ the analysis without becoming entangled in the lives_ of 
patients. Fairy tales enable him to make generalizati~~s concernmg 
the common underlying thread of the human spmt. They are 
narratives of the psyche which present images in their archetypal 
forms. The dialectic between human narrative forms and the_ psyche 
can be reduced, according to Jung, to a process of format~on and 
transformation. It is a process of ongoing re-creation. Fairy-tale 
analysis is an appropriate way of getting at the universal psyche 
of the 'collective unconscious', the primordial substratum from 
which individuation evolves. · 
The 'old man' archetype, for example, to which we have already 
referred to above, appears just as often in fairy-tales as in dreams . 
Jung notes that whenever the hero of a tale is in a da?gerous or 
life-threatening situ~tion, the old man can appear to ~id the hero 
if he is summoned by intense and concentrated reflexive thought. 
But this summoning is an inner process, accordin? to Jung. For 
the old man is none other than a mental aspect of the hero. Jung 
sees the ultimate end of the hero's journey as the attainment of 
adulthood and maturity. The old man's function in the hero's 
journey is one of guidance; he questions the hero in ~rder. to 
stimulate thought, and the magical objects which he provides ~im 
help the hero to conquer his opponents. From a Jung~an 
perspective, the renunciant who gives the seven seeds to ~e herome 
in the tale cited in our Freudian analysis, would be viewed as a 
manifestation of the old man archetype. In a sense, Jung believes 
that fairy tales reflect real life, for every human being is reli~nt 
upon an inner spiritual guid~, an old man, just a~ the hero is. 
Utilizing fairy tales from northern Europe, the· ~iddle.~st and 
the Orient, Jung creates a list of the old· man s quahttes. He 
embodies "knowledge, reflection, insight, wisdom, cleverness, 
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intuition; on the other hand, moral qualities such as good will and 
helpfulness, which make his spiritual character plain'' (de Laszlo 
1958:77). 
~~nee the old man archetype represents the highest level of the 
spmt, Jung assumes that this archetype is equivalent to God. But 
the ?ld m~ is ~ot always the embodiment of good; he also 
mamfests evil. His character is therefore ambiguous, as is attested 
to by the fact that he can give the hero insurmountable and 
dangerous tasks to fulfill. Jung notes that when the old man 
captures a female, he is her animus (the male component of her 
psychological malce-up), as in the tale of Sanykisar. 24 In essence, 
tales, for Jung, represent encounter situations in which the 
indiv_idual must c~nfront the self. There is an explosive, but 
creative, confrontation between the unconscious and the conscious 
in the meeting of the hero/heroine and the old man, one that seeks 
a balance which will enable the individual to raise his or her 
psyche to a transcendent level of awareness. 
In another essay titled 'The Psychology of the Child Archetype' 
(1949),_ Jung makes a similar argument for a second archetype.2s 
The chlld archetype, well known in fairy-tales and myths (which 
Jung sees as being related genres), is often presented as a divine 
child, symbolizing the infantile stage of the collective 
unconscious. 26 1!',. typical child archetype in fairy tales would be 
the dwarf or the elf, for example, who personifies the forces of 
nature which mankind must constantly do battle with in order to 
survive. 27 Again, conflict is at the centre of Jung's argument. He 
sees mankind's'struggle with the childhood state, an institutional 
and uncons~ious phase of universal psychological development, 
as an ongomg human preoccupation. But the constant memory· 
of our collective conscious' childhood state is a necessary one 
from J~ng's point of view, because it abates the conscious ego'. 
The chlld archetype functions to balance the conscious and the 
unconscious in a meaningful way. To illustrate this point, he uses 
the example of a man who has disassociated himself from his true 
character for the sake of taking on an artificial persona more in 
k~eping with his new, yet equally synthetic being. Jung would see 
this ~s an example oflosing one's roots and becoming 'unchildlike'. 
In his therapeutic sessions with child patients, the possibility for 
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a 'vehement' confrontation with the primal. truth of the child 
archetype would be optimal. 
Jung found that a disturbed childhood often foreshadows a 
problematic behavioural change from adolescent immaturity to 
adult maturity. It should not be surprising, then, that he designates 
the child archetype as a symbol of mankind's future, a quest for 
what waits beyond. Because we are all concerned, and at times 
even obsessed with, the future course of life's events, child 
archetypes play a predominant mythological role as divine beings. 
It is useful to compare the old man with the child in Jungian 
thought. We have seen that Jung portrays the old man as a saviour 
in times of crisis and need. But he also admits that the old man 
can manifest evil. He is constantly oscillating between the two polar 
opposites, the conscious and the unconscious. The child, on the 
other hand, is a unifier of opposites. He is a mediator who merges 
or balances extremes. Inevitably, however, the child must mature 
into an adult. Jung interprets this progression as a movement away 
from the unconscious towards the conscious. These movements, 
struggles and attempts at harmony are symbolically represented 
unconsciously in dreams and consciously in human narrative. For 
Jung they carry equal weight because they both emerge out of the 
collective unconscious. The job of the Jungian analyst is to interpret 
both in an attempt to get at the workings of the human mind. 28 
Jung's thought is, of course, based on a priori presµppositions 
concerning the workings of the mind. Because archetypes are 
interpreted by him as universals, they are neither verifiable 
nor disprovable. More empirically minded psychologists have 
criticized Jung precisely because of his rigid adherence to the notion 
of the ineffable nature of the unconscious. 
Let us now tum our attention to the work of another psychoanalyst 
who has worked extensively on the relationship between dream 
and folk prose narrative. Erich Fromm's book The Forgotten 
Language: An Introduction to the Understanding of Dreams, Fairy 
Tales and Myths (1951) received widespread popular attention in 
America when it was first released, and, interestingly enough, has 
influenced certain novelists writing in Kannada. Fromm's work, 
although criticized by many psychoanalysts, deserves our attention 
precisely because it has influenced audiences beyond the academy. 29 
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The Forgotten Language is about human beings attempting to 
understand themselves in spite of their intrinsic: weaknesses which 
surface when confronted with interpreting the external world. Based 
on the assumption that man is a 'symbol using' creature not able 
to live in a world that is not understood, Frolµllll seeks to place 
'meaning' at the centre of the epistemological quest of homo 
sapiens. Fromm is an empiricist, yet he allows for a wider 
margin of non-empirical exegesis because the syntax of 'symb~lic 
language' - dreams, myths, fairy tales, rituals, etc. - does not 
follow the logic of ordinary reality. In short, all these kinds of 
'stories' are part and parcel of one symbolic language which we, 
as erring human beings, can no longer comprehend, having lost the 
ability to interpret them. But Fromm feels that like the archaeologist 
we can recover this ability to interpret the mysteries of the past 
and the hidden secrets of the self's own existence. Symbolic 
language was, of course, known to the ancients:''The myths of 
the Babylonians, Indians, Egyptians, Hebrews, Greeks are written 
in the same language as those of the Ashanti and Trukese. The 
dreams of someone living today in New York or in Paris are the 
same dreams reported from people living some thousand years 
ago in Athens or Jerusalem" (Fromm, 1951:7). This is possible, 
according to Fromm, because myth and dreams, like fairy tales 
and rituals, are devoid of space and time. 
The boundless quality of universal symbolic language does nbt 
suggest, however, that it has no continuity or logic. On the 
contrary, symbolic language has a great deal of internal consistency 
and coherence. Time and space are replaced by intensity and 
association as logical ruling categories. According to Fromm, 
'' ... symbolic language is a language in which inner experiences, 
feelings and thoughts are expressed as if they were sensory 
experiences, events in the outer world" (1951 :7). External and 
internal worlds coexist for Fromm, but not without a measure of 
tolerated conflict. Symbols drawn from the external world are 
applied to the internal self and reflect the individual soul and mind 
in a personal discourse. In other words, Fromm accepts Freud's 
opinion that myths and fairy tales are no different from dreams 
and constitute communication from ourself to; ourself. 
Of the three types of symbols which Fromm differentiates 
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(conventional, accidental, universal), the universal_ s~mbol i~ central 
to any sort of interpretation. Normal language is 111-eqmpped to 
explain inner experience, according to Fro~, but p~enomena 
of the external, physical world can express mner feel~ng_s. The 
elements borrowed from the outside to stand for the ms1de are 
universal symbols. The relationship between ~e univer~al ~ymbol 
and the thing being symbolized must be intrinsic, not co~nciden~, 
for otherwise it would merely be an accidental relationship, lacking 
the intentionality necessary for a universal. As alread~ stated, 
universal symbols are essentially the same everywhere, smce they 
go back to an undifferentiated sensory past when common 
experiences were shared by everyone. Regardless of this univer~~ 
presupposition, Fromm readily admits . that there. are symbohc 
dialects based on regional ecological-physical detemnnan~s. Fromm 
writes early on in his study that ·' 'the particular meamng of the 
symbol fu any given place can only be determined from the whole 
context in which the symbol appears, and in terms of the 
predominant experiences of the person using the . symbol" 
(1951 :20). 'Universal symbols', then, are context-sp~cific. !hey 
translate causal sequences of external events into a senes of linked 
inner events. . 
Reality, Fromm claims, is not an easy thing to grapple w~th -
it is 'elusive as a butterfly'. The metaphor is not an accident. 
Fromm borrows a narrative from the Taoist sage Chuang Tzu to 
illustrate this point: 
Once Chuang Chou dreamt he was a butterfly, a butterfly flitting 
and fluttering around, happy with himself and doing as he pleased. 
He didn't know that he was Chuang Chou. Suddenly he woke up 
and there he was, solid and unmistakable Chuang Chou. But he 
didn't know if he was Chuang Chou who had dreamt he wa!. a 
butterfly or a butterfly dreaming he was Chuang Chou. Between 
Chuang Chou and a butterfly there must be some distinction. 30 
Is the dreaming state real, or is the awakened state real? Fromm 
leaves this question open for further speculati~n, but does as_s~rt 
that the absence of 'waking reality' (in sleep) bnngs forth qualities 
superior to the awakened state throug~ th~ Freudian ~rocess of 
regression into primitiveness. Reg_ression is an ~ssential feature 
of sleep, for it stimulates the dreanung, myth-making process. For 
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Fro~, a min._imal definition of dreaming is ''any mental activity 
occurnng dunng sleep" (1951:25). 
All forms of narrative (i.e:, myth, fairy tale, novel, etc.) as well 
as non-v~rba1 communicative behaviour (i.e., ritual), like dreams, 
~re amb~gu_ous because they express philosophical and religious 
ideals w~thm space and time, but are not bound by the latter. In 
order to mterpret narrative correctly, one must presuppose its truth 
and that th~ real meanings are interwoven with the 'experience~ 
of the sou~ • ;ro~m uses five examples in his 'Art of Dream 
~n_terpr~tation (~1s ~ould als_o be read as 'myth interpretation', 
ntual mt~rpretat1~n , etc., smce he sees them all as essentially 
th~ same)._ 1) Oedipus Rex, 2) The creation myth of the Enuma 
Elzsh, 3) Little Red Cap, 4) the Jewish Sabbath ritual and 5) F Kfk' . , ranz 
a a s The Trzal. Central to Fromm's method is the thesis 
postulated by J.J. Bachofen in Das Mutterrecht ('Motherright' 
1861). 31 Bacho fen attempted to show that there was a matriarchal 
system ~arly in the cultural evolution of patriarchy. He 
charactenzes the matriarchal principle as a blood relationship which 
formed the . fu~damental and unbreakable kinship tie; this 
contractual bmdmg of all humans into an egalitarian community 
was ba~ed o? respect and love for all. The patriarchal system 
emphasized t1~s between husband and wife, ruler and subject, etc. 
over_ blood tie~. Patriarchy focuses on order and authority, 
obedi~nce and ~erarchy. Fromm accepts this romantic idea without 
quest10n an_d remterprets Oedipus' famous dilemma as a rebellion 
of the, so_n m a str~ng patriarchal society. Although he applauds 
Freud _s mterpr:tation of Oedipus as a key to understanding the 
ev?lutio~ and history of religion and morality, he questions the 
umversal1ty o~ the 'Oedipus Complex' as hinging on incest. Fromm 
also feels that male pregnancy envy' preceded 'female · , H th . . pems envy . 
e uses e creation myth m the Babylonian Enuma Elish ('Wh 
A~ove') to illustrate this point. The male warrior battles wi: 
Ttamat, the great mother of the universe, and slays her in order 
to s_eparate_ heave~ from earth, and as a result the heretofore 
undifferentiated umverse gives way to manifest creation. Fromm 
~ees the battle as an expression of male-female antagonism rooted 
m Marduk's pregnancy envy:"Marduk can defeat Tiamat only if 
he can prove that he can also create even though in a different 
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fashion .... with Marduk's victory male supremacy is established, 
the natural productiveness of the woman is devaluated, and the 
male begins his domination based on his ability to produce the 
power of thought, a form of production which underlies the 
development of human civilization" (Fromm 1951:233-234). 
Fromm further cites the Biblical genesis as proof of a period prior 
to the Fall during which man did not rule. God says to Eve: '' And 
the desire shall be to thy husband and he shall rule over thee.'' 
This passage suggests that because God deems it necessary to 
mandate man's rule over woman, there must have been a pre-
patriarchal era during which Eve, representing all women, was 
in charge. The Abrahamic story of creation is a continuation of 
a trend already established in pre-Biblical Babylon. 
Little Red Cap, 32 according to Fromm, also shows signs of 
male/female conflict, except that this is a story of triumph for"'man-
hating women.' The 'red cap' is equivalent to the onset of 
menstruation, and grandm9ther's warning 'not to run off the 
path ... and break the bottle' signifies Little Red Cap's potential 
loss of virginity. At the end of Fromm's version, the heroine puts 
stones i.n the wolfs belly (a symbol of sterility) and he dies. 
The obvious theme in the three analyses discussed so far is the 
conflict between matriarchy and patriarchy. In his discussion of 
the Sabbath ritual, however, Fromm moves away from the conflict 
theme in favour of a human quest for peace and harmony. As 
mentioned, rituals function much the same as dreams, myths and 
fairy tales because they are a part of Fromm's universal language. 
Instead of words and images, action stands for inner experience 
in ritual. Fromm interprets the Sabbath in the light of a Talmudic 
interpretation of work "as any interference by man, be it 
construptive or destructive, with the physical world. 'Rest' is a 
state of peace between man and nature" (1951 :244). Man is ideally 
in a state of equilibrium _with nature and any disturbance by action 
is a violation of 'rest'. Furthermore, rest, a state unassociated with 
the exigencies of life, is equated with freedom. During the 
remainder of the week we are slaves to time and death rather than 
slaves to God, whose omnipotence shields Him from the effects 
of mortal concerns. Man, in his quest to be like God, attempts 
to solve the 'fate of time' problem by acquiescing to a day of rest. 
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Mankind abolishes time by stopping human interference with 
nature. According to Fromm, in the non-act of periodically 
suspending time we are victorious over the very essence which 
binds us to earth, enslaves us, and defines our vulnerability as 
humans. 
. The. v~lnerability of humans is a theme present in another type 
of narrative, the novel. "The novel, in order to be understood, 
must be read as if we listened to a dream - a long complicated 
dream in which external events happen in space and time, being 
representations of thoughts and feelings within the dreamer ... '' 
(1951:249-250). Fromm explains this by using certain passages 
from Franz Kafka's The Trial. 'K', the hero of the novel is a 
dreamlike character, living out a dream-like e~istence in a world 
that does not seem real. Like so many dreams, the novel ends in 
a violent nightmare, shrouded in mystery and paradox. K is to 
be executed for not finding out what the accusation was, who 
accused him, and the means to save himself: 
His glance fell on the top story of the house adJoinillg the quarry. 
With a flicker as a light going up, the casements of a window there 
suddenly flew open; a human figure, faint and insubstantial at that 
distance and that height, leaned abruptly far forward and stretched 
both arms still farther. Who was it? A friend? A good man? 
Someone who sympgthjzed? Someone who wanted help? Was it 
one person only? Or were they all there? Was help at hand? Were 
there some arguments in his favor that had been overlooked? Of 
course there must be. Logic is doubtless unshakable, but it cannot 
withstand a man who wants to go on living. Where was the Judge 
whom he had never seen? Where was the High Court, to which 
he had never penetrated? He raised his hands and spread out all 
his fingers (as quoted in Fromm, 1951). 
A_ccording to Fromm, "it was only the terror of dying that gave 
him [K]. the power to visualize the possibility of friendship and, 
paradoxically, at the moment of dying he had, for the first time 
faith in life" (1951:263). ' 
Love-hate, death-life; male-female, good-evil, etc.: Fromm 
draws on a storehouse of opposites and interprets them as conflicts. 
Like Freud and Jung, conflict is at the centre of his assertions. 
It serves to explain away the complexity of a whole host of various 
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genres. Are categories so vastly ,different as 'myth, fai1:Y-tal~, 
legend, novel, ritual idiom all products of the unconscious m 
dreams? Is all narrative an expression ofBachofen's Mutterrecht? 
Fromm thinks that it is so. They are, of course, possibilities, but 
they cannot be proven empirically. It is correct to s~eculate about 
whether or not there is a reality superior to the waking state. The 
testimonies of mystics, dreamers and religious spokesmen are 
useful in this regard, but to simply say that the summation of 
everything that we do not understand about narrative gen~es ~an 
be explained by one absolute and predetermined method of mqu11:Y 
remains to be proved. The method of interpretation postulated m 
The Forgotten Language seems too neat and tidy. ~11 ~arrat~ve 
types fall neatly into Fromm's pre-designed categones, leavmg 
no anomalies whatsoever. The world is not so orderly. Regardless 
of mankind's ongoing quest for knowledge, some things are bound 
to remain unaccounted for and unknown. 
Fromm began his essay with an excellent example of paradox 
from the classical Taoist tradition, and we return to it here, because 
it is suggestive of the problem at hand. Unlike Fromm, Chuang 
Tzu leaves the enigma of Chuang Chou's dream open-ended, and 
parodies those who think that they know the myste~es of the mind. 
The element of doubt, according to Chuang Tzu, 1s central to any 
quest for understanding. Devoid of doubt, theory beco~es ~ere 
pretense. Fromm has certainly presented some challengmg ideas 
in The Forgotten Language, ideas which have been incorporated 
in the theories of a number of other scholars who lean towards 
the universal. Mircea Eliade, for example, spent the major portion 
of his career painstakingly attempting to demonstrate man's 'quest 
for paradise' vis a vis the abolishment of profane t!me. ~lia~e's 
coined phrase in illo tempore still echoes as the paradigmatic chche 
of many scholars in the field of the history of religions. But ~here 
Eliade has presented countless examples in an attempt to vahdate 
his theory (and there is still doubt concerning Eliade's programme), 
Fromm relies on a few scant and idiosyncratic examples. To be 
sure, the examples which he uses are standard ones, an~y~ed 
countless times in the past, but Fromm does not do full Justice 
to their complexity. 
Fromm is aware of his oversimplified presentation, as he reminds 
I 
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us in his introduction, but one senses that he has said what he feels 
needs to be said about narrative genre interpretation. Like so many 
other pop psychoanalysts (i.e., R.D. Laing, Alan Watts, etc.) 
writing in the 1950s and 60s, the author presents his thesis in 
aesthetically pleasing and easily digestible . form for public 
consumption. This does not preclude Fromm's seriousness about 
his work. He is, after all, a well-respected psychoanalyst who 
presented this book as a series of lectures at the W. A. White 
Institute of Psychiatry. What is missing in Fromm's analysis is 
the play element, the juxtaposition of numerous, perhaps somewhat 
contradictory, elements into an hypothesis. Fromm's rigour takes 
an odd form. He substitutes conciseness for exhaustiveness, 
seeming narrow-minded and naive at times. Fromm is himself 
guilty of being overly dogmatic in his methodology, an accusation 
which he levied against Jung. In spite of Fromm's insistent 'it is 
so' concerning the origin of narrative genres in dream, the question 
remains a moot, if intriguing, one. 
It should not astonish us that psychologists such as Freud, Jung, 
Fromm and a host of others (see bibliography) have drawn upon 
folklore to inform their theories. Whether or riot we agree with 
their often speculative conclusions, we cannot deny the fact that 
they have contributed to one aspect of our total understanding of 
the role of folklore in the realm of human behaviour. Although 
psychoanalytic approaches to folklore are considered taboo by a 
majority of folklore scholars, it is unfair to let our biases govern 
our reading of, and approach to, the discipline. Hopefully, the 
brief sketches that we have provided of three major thinkers that 
have influenced the field, will stimulate the reader into undertaking 
further inquiries into this area of research. 
We also recognize that many readers might feel uncomfortable 
with the psychoanalytic interpretation of folktales because it implies 
a whole theory of human psychology, the existence of levels of 
consciousness and their development over a person's lifetime, the 
projection of a person's desires into their fantasies and some sort 
of equation between internal psychic processes and external cultural 
traditions. If one is sceptical about the theory in the first place, 
one can hardly be faulted for being sceptical about applying it to 
folklore. 
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NOTES 
l . The feanir~~ selected were, of course, those which his own culture developed 
furthest. 
2. This often-used phrase was first popularized by the nineteenth century. 
anthropologist Adolf Bastian. · 
3. The chief discussion of the structure of the psyche is found in Freud 1960. 
4. Undoubtedly the most controversial - or, rather, objectionable - part of 
Freud's writing has to do with what would seem a preoccupation with sexual 
· motivations. There are, however, reasonable explanations for his 
concentration on sex. By sex Freud meant pleasure derived from erotogenic 
zones which include not only the genitals but the mouth, the skin and other 
sensory surfaces. The pleasure derived from such excitation can be self 
induced or induced by others and institutionalized for any number of 
purposes, including, at an appropriate stage in life, marriage and the 
reproduction of society. Sexuality, in this sense, he maintained, was a normal 
part of.the individual from birth: " ... it is certainly not the case that the 
sexual instinct enters into children at the age of puberty in the way in which, 
in the Gospel, the devil entered into the swine. A child has its sexual instincts. 
and activities from the first; • it comes into the world with them; and, after 
an important course of development passing through many stages, they lead 
to what is known as the normal sexuality of the adult. There is even no 
difficulty in observing the manifestations of these sexual activities in children; 
on the contrary it calls for some skill to overlook them or explain them 
away." (Freud l 968:40) Of the basic drives, it is the most socially disruptive 
and therefore ·thb most repressed, institutionally regulated and controlled 
by society. Since most forms of sexual pleasure are utterly denied to the 
individual (and ~ven by the individual) for long periods at critical stages 
of development, it is hardly surprising that one attempts to satisfy it in indirect 
and symbolic forms. One might add that at some times, in most societies, 
it is so strongly forced upon the individual that the individual reacts with 
confusion and fear, reverting again to more indirect and familiar symbolic 
forms. · 
5. The Ego is assisted and guided in this large and important role by many 
social institutions and cultural forms. There is .an immensely complicated 
relationship between the individual and his society and,e:ulture. 
6. There is an enormous amount of literature on stages of personality 
development, both in the realms of normal development and of developmental 
disorders. Several books on the subject which might be of specific interest 
to the readers of this text are: Kakar 1978 and 1982, Malinowski 1929 and 
Kardiner 1939. 
7. Substitutions begin very early in life and with direct physical replacements. 
Thus the thumb substitutes for the breast, anal eroticism replaces oral 
eroticism, the genitals become the general focus of sexual pleasure, peers 
of the opposite sex become substitutes for the mother, and so forth. 
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· 8. And this is one of Freud's major reasons for studying folklore and 
anthropology. It may be said that the psychoanalyst has a greater motivation 
to study folklore (as argued by Dundes 1987 passim) than the folklorist has 
for studying psychoanalysis, but only to the extent that folklorists are willing 
to accept neglect of the individual context (see Chapter 2). 
9. In addition to the classical Greek version, the story is also identified as a 
tale-type - AT 931 - found in a wide range of cultures in Eurasia and 
Africa. Broadly 'Oedipal' themes of incest and patricide, however, are nearly 
universal. · 
The folklore 'casebook' on Oedipus tales edited by Edmun~ and Dundes 
(1984) contains reference to many tales in the oral tradition and a number 
of the most important folkloristic studies of them. 
10. Tales such as Cinderella (AT 510 and AT 511), about a girl's adventures 
leading up to marriage are easily related to the Electra complex. For some 
examples of psychoanalytic interpretations of Cinderella see the 'casebook' 
by Dundes, 1982. 
11. In children of both sexes there is a period of homosexual attraction to the 
parent of the same sex. In the girl it is earlier, a continuation of the attachment 
of an infant to its mother. When it re-occurs at a later stage it is usually 
~nterpreted as regression to the safety and comfort of this stage. In the boy 
1t occurs after the initial aggression toward the father, when guilt transforms 
the emotion to love. . 
12. There is, of course, a mixture of love and taboo in our attitude toward our 
mothers, and a mixture of love aiid enmity toward our fathers. These 
ambivalences mutually fuel one another. 
13. See Totem and Taboo, and Civilization and its Discontents for his views 
on these subjects. · 
14. As Dundes writes, 'In considering the relationship ~r interrelationship 
between folklore and psychoanalysis, one might legitimately ask whether 
it is psychoanalytic theory which illuminates the content'of folklore or rather 
folklore which illuminates psychoanalytic; theory. Does a psychoanalyst use 
one of his patient's free associations .to explain the latent content of a Grimm 
tale? Or does he use folkloristic data to explain the behavior of a difficuit 
patient? The answer is pretty clearly that the relationship between folklore 
and psychoanalysis is mutually beneficial. It is unquestionably a reciprocal 
relationship.' (1987: 14) 
15. The experienced Freudian folklorist, Alan Duncl.es, agrees: 'Fortunately, 
one can discard the Haeckelian frapiework [that ontogeny recapitulates 
phylogeny, or that the primitive adult is psychologically equivalent to a 
civilized child] from Freudian theory and still retain most of the valuable 
concepts and insights made possible by the application of psychoanalytic 
theory to folkloristic dat;t. Freudian notions of repression, regression, 
condensation, displacement, projection, symbolism, etc., may still be valid 
even if ontogeny does not recapitulate phylogeny in te~s of cultural 
features.' (1987: 14) 
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16. For further reading see Freud 1935, LaBarre 1962, Edmunds and Dundes 
1984. For specifically Indian contexts and a psychoanalytic analysis of 
several versions of the Ganesh myth see Kakar 1981:100-02 and Chapter 
V, and Ramanujan 1984. 
17. For the classic study of such rituals see Turner 1968. For a parallel study 
in the Indian context see Claus 1975, 1979, 1986. 
18. The anthropologist, Gananath Obeyesekere (1981), takes this one step 
further, demonstrating through psychoanalysis that participants in a Tamil 
Sri Lankan cult devoted to Skanda develop their sometimes bizarre symbolic 
and ritualized behavior out of their fantasies, ultimately derived from the 
types of sexual repression in childhood. Obeyesekere uses a contemporary 
mode of Freudian analysis in his interpretations. 
19. For a book-length discussion of these sorts of questions see Bruno Bettelheim 
1976. Bettelheim argues that fairy-tales help children work through the 
psychological traumas of growing up and that they are thus important in 
maintaining · a community's mental health. 
20. Ramanujan writes, "Searching for stories of the Oedipus type (tale-type 
931) some years ago in the myth and folklore of the Indic area (i.e., India, 
Pakistan, Bangladesh, Ceylon), I found very little. that looked like the 
Sophocles play, where a young man kills his father and marries his mother .... 
I foundnothing as explicit as the Greek myth." (1984:235) What Ramanujan--
argues, more elaborately, is that while there are a number of cases of 
incestuous relations between son and moth.er, there are very few cases of 
a son committing patricide. Furthermore, the narrative point of view is 
different. To quote Ramanujan, "It is the mother, the Jocasta-figure, who 
is accursed, tries to escape her fate, and when finally trammelled in it, it 
is she who makes the discovery and punishes herself with death. The son 
is merely a passive actor, a part of his mother's fate - unlike the Greek 
Oedipus .... The Greek and Kannada Oedipus-tales provide a very neat 
example of a pair of tales in which a structure is the same, but the narrative 
point of view is exactly in reverse." (238). 
21. Freud writes; ''From the time of puberty onward the human individual must 
devote himself to the great task of freeing himself from the parents; and 
only after this detachment is accomplished can he cease to be a child and 
S<' become a member of the social community. For a son, the task consists 
in releasing his libidinal desires from his mother, in order. to employ them 
in the quest of an external love-object in reality; and in reconciling himself 
with his father ifhe has remained antagonistic to him, or in freeing himself 
from his domination if, in the reaction to the infantile revolt, he has lapsed 
into subservience to him. These tasks are laid down for every man; it is 
noteworthy how seldom they are carried through ideally, that is, how seldom 
they are solved in a manner psychologically as well as socially satisfactory. 
In neurotics, however, this detachment from the parents is not accomplished 
at all; the son remains all his life in.subjection to~s father., and incapable 
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of transferring his libido to a new sexual object. In the reversed relationship 
the daughter's fate may be the same. In this sense the Oedipus complex 
is justifiably regarded as the kernel of the neuroses." (1935.345-6). 
22. The classic example is in paranoia: 'I hate him,' becomes inverted and 
projected to become 'He hates me.' See Dundes 1987:36fffor a discussion 
and various similar examples. 
23. This essay was published in an expanded version of a lecture delivered in 
1945 in Violet S. de Laszlo (ed.). 1958. Psyche and Symbol: A Selection 
from the Writings ofC.G. Jung. New York: Doubleday. It can also be found 
in C. G. Jung. 1959. The Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious. New 
York: Bollingen Foundation Inc. 
24. This is opposed to Jung's concept of anima which is the female element 
of the male unconscious. This inner duality is often expressed in iconography 
as a hermaphrodite. For a discussion of these two c.oncepts, see Marie Louise 
Von Franz 1964. 
25. This essay is included in C. G. Jung and Karl Kerenyi 1949. 
26. In the case of myth, Jung feels that they are not a creation of the human 
mind. Rather, they are allegories for a primordial reality beyond man's 
imaginative potential. Therefore, man does not invent myths, he experiences 
them. 
27. But the child archetype need not even be a living creature. It may take the 
form of a jewel, a pearl, a flower, a golden egg, etc. 
,28. Marie Louise Von Franz, a student of Jung, in her book titled The 
Interpretation of Fairy Tales (1970), criticizes quasi-Jungians such as Erich 
Fromm, for abusing and overextending the Jungian paradigm in his study 
of dream and fairy tale. She accuses Fromm's interpretation as explaining 
a range of phenomena in any way which he desires. Fromm asserts that 
the absence of waking reality in sleep brings forth qualities superior to the 
awakened state through the Freudian process of regression into primitiveness. 
Regression is an essential feature of sleep, for it stimulates the dreaming, 
· myth-making process. For Fromm, a minimal definition of dreaming is "any 
mental activity occurring in sleep" (Fromm 1951 :25). Fromm is in 
agreement with Freud that all dreams are meaningful and significant, but 
sides with Jung in not considering dreams as the irrational part of the 
personality, or the essence of dreams as merely the hallucinatory fulfillment 
of irrational wishes. He also agrees with Jung that there is a certain ''wisdom 
of the unconscious which may be superior to consciousness" (Fromm 
1951:96), but the similarity ends here. Fromm sees Jung as "one-sided" 
and "dogmatic" because the latter envisions the unconscious as "the voice 
of the transcendent divine" (Jung 1938:45ff). Fromm sees the inner voice 
as the dreamer's own. He apparently cannot conceive of an ontological 
monism which could allow for the existence of both points of view. Jung 
sees dream as a compromise between worldliness and transcendence, while 
Fromm v_iews it as a "serious wish for sp1ritual .independence" (Fromrri 
I 
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29. 
30. 
31. 
32. 
1951:104). For Freud's view on the religious element in psychology, see 
Freud 1928. · 
For one critique, see the.footnote above. 
Watson 1964. 
See also Fromm 1934. . .. 
The psychoanalytic interpretation of folk tales has ~eceived recent cnuc~sm 
centred around this very one (AT 333), by Jack Z1pes 1983. For a vanety 
of different folldoristic interpretations this popular tale see Dundes, ed. 19~9 • 
The collection contains several psychoanalytic interpretations (Rohe1m, 
'Fairy Tale and Dream: 'Little Red Riding Hood", Be~e~eim, 'Littl~ ~ed. 
Cap and the Pubertal Girl' and Dundes, 'Interpreting Little Red Ridmg 
Hood• Psychoanalytically '), but several representing other theor~tical 
approaches as well. Dundes' article detail.s the hist~~ of schol~sh1p on 
this tale, critiques of several earlier psychoanalytic mterpretatlons and 
90ndudes wi~1 his own psychoanalytic interpretation. 
, ! 
CHAPTER SIX 
The Structure of Folktales 
Let us return to what is usually thought to be a more empirical 
level of investigation and a more literal lev61 of interpretation. 
Let us go back to Chapter 4 where we discussed the Aame-
Thompson identification of tale-types and the classification of the 
hundreds of thousands of tales collected from all around the world. 1 
You may recall that a tale-type is meant to identify versions of 
a tale which are thought to be thematically similar and historically 
related. The very broad. classification of tales and their numerically 
sequential placement in the Index is meant to indicate the relative 
similarity of the various tale-types. 
However, whether we are fully aware of it or not, the notions 
of tale-type and motif and the very classification schema are, 
themselves, forms of interpretation. They are not some sort of 
'natural' or factual elements inherent in the world of tales. They, 
too, are the products of a selective process, focusing on certain 
features of a tale and ignoring others. In particular, the historicl:ll-
geographic method emphasizes the comparative context at the 
expense of all others. Even such basic tasks as the classification 
of tales in the Tale-type Index involves a subjective interpretation 
of what the tale is about. Let us ask again, from a different point 
of view, from a structural poinr of view, how accurate and how 
useful this kind of interpretation is. 
Vladimir Propp, the founder of the structuralist movement in 
folklore, attacked the very heart of the historical-geographic 
method, the system of classification by tale-type (Propp 1968 
[1928]). 'Correct classification is on~ of the first steps in a scientific 
description. The accuracy of all further study depends upon the 
accuracy of classification. But although classification serves as the 
foundation of all investigation, it must itself be the result of certain 
preliminary study. What we see, however, is precirely the reverse: 
· the majority of researchers begin with classification, imposing il 
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upon the material from without and not extracting it from the 
material itself. As we shall see further, the classifiers also frequently 
violate the simplest rules of division. '2 
The most common division is a division into animal tales, 
ordinary folktales, jokes and formula tal_es (ti:,e ba~ic ~istinctions 
of the AT type index). But the question anses: Don t ammals often 
play a role in ordinary folktales?' A go°? example is the one called 
'The Crop Division' (AT 1030 or motif 171.1): In t~e Folkt~les 
of India there is a story ( # 32) about a 'Monkey-son who gives 
his (human) uncle the lower (worthless) half of the sheaths of grain. 
In Africa this tale has a rabbit and a jackal as the characters. In 
America (part of a series of animal tales usuall~ seen to b_e derived 
from African sources, but in this case possibly m part denved from 
the pair of animals found in Eastern European variants) the 
protagonists are a rabbit and a bear. In Western ~urope th~y are 
a farmer and the Devil. In a Gujarati example mcluded m the 
Folktales of India the adversaries are Satwari farmers and L?rd 
Shiva. And finally, in a Telugu version (provided to Claus durmg 
a seminar held in Hyderabad in 1987) two brothers sh~re a ~o_w. 
The cleverer elder brother takes the productive rear portion, g1vmg 
the duller, y~unger brother the front portion, with the responsibility 
to provide it with food and water. Where does th~ tale belong? 
(Indeed, where does the variation stop!) As an ammal tale _or as 
an ordinary folktale? Or maybe as a joke or anecdote? A~d-m the 
Gujarati instance it is framed as a myth, .legend or ongm ~le 
(depending on how you define these terms). It is-placed (despite 
the fact that the earliest known variant is an animal example found 
in the Jataka tales) amongst the ordinary folktales, type 1030. 3 
Its location in the Aame-Thompson Tale-type Index amongst 
'ordinary folktales' seems only due to the fact ~hat it was t~e 
prerogative of a W estem European who was not 1mpres_sed with 
its humour. If the person who made the initial classification were 
Indian who knows where it might have been put. 
''If' a division into categories is unsuccessful, the division 
according to theme leads to total chaos. " 4 In the AT index, under 
the broad classification of tales by kind, they are further 
distinguished by theme, but the idea of what a theme is, is extreme~y 
vague, and can even refer to specific attributes of the mam 
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character. Even in Thompson's The [!' olktale the complex notion 
of theme is nowhere adequately defined. Different themes are 
distinguished on utterly different criteria. And it is up to the 
individual collector to figure out whether a particular tale in 
question belongs to one theme·category or another. In the majority 
of cases, especially in collections of tales found outside of Europe 
proper, it is not at all clear into what type a particular tale with 
a particular theme should be placed. The themes often shade into 
one another. In some instances their ranges of variation overlap. 
_t\nd when what would seem to be relatively minor motifs differ, 
often clearly related tales are to be placed into different types. Or 
sometimes when we encounter a motif critical to a certain tale-
type, but of very minor importance in a particular tale, we are 
again faced with the dilemma of how to classify the tale. 
Consider the following tale told in Kerala: number 31 in the 
Folktales of India c::ollection. 
In this tale there are two sisters. The elder was married and had 
many children, but the younger was ugly and never married. They 
all li;ved together in one house: the elder sister and her children 
and the spinster younger sister. The younger sister was also frail 
and in poor health. She couldn't do much work around the hou~e. 
Eventually the nieces conspired to do away with her by burning 
her alive. They tied her up, put her in a sack and carried her into 
the woods. However, they forgot to bring matches, so they left 
her there and returned home to get them. 
While the girls were gone, the aunt managed to get free. She 
lit the fire herself and hid in a tree. When the children returned, 
they saw the fire and were happy to be rid of the old iady. Later 
during the night, some robbers came and sat under the tree dividing 
up their loot. The old lady became so scared, she fell out of the 
tree right on top of them. The robbers were so frightened they 
ran away and left their booty. When the old woman recovered from her 
·. fright she saw the !c:><:>tllllQ thought, 'How lucky. I'll bring this home!' 
When she returned, the nieces were shocked to see her, but so 
overjoyed about the new-found wealth they greedily reasoned, 'If 
burning Auntie brought us this much good fortune, think what good 
· fortune cremating Mother will bring!' So the next night they tied 
thei.r mother up, brought her to the forest and burnt her alive. 
Needless to say, nothing but misery came of it. 
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· Now consider ·another tale, number 40, also from Kerala. 5 
A mother and her son lived together. When the woman became · 
old and couldn't manage all of the housework she found her son 
a wife. The son continued to be devoted to his mother and his new 
bride resented this. She always tried to make them quarreL She 
began feeding the old woman smaller and smaller portions of food. 
The old woman never complained, however, so as to not cause. 
trouble between husband and wife. 
One day the son saw his mother weeping, though. He asked his 
wife what was the trouble. His wife said the old woman wanted 
a husband. The son became furious. The wife said the only way 
was to take her into the forest and set fire to her. 
So the man put his mother in a sack and carried her to the forest. 
He couldn't bring himself to burn her though, but he returned home 
and told his wife the job had been done. Later that night some boys 
let the old woman out of the sack and went to hide in a temple. 
During the night robbers. came there and to insure the success of 
their mischief, promised the deity of that temple half of their loot. 
In the morning the old woman found a fortune waiting for her. 
Without a trace of reproach, the old woman brought the booty back 
home and gave it to her son and daughter-in-law. But by this time 
the son saw through his wife's games and put her into a sack, 
broug~t her to the woa.ds and burnt her alive. 
Now consider this Tamil tale (number 33). 6 
Of three brothers, the youngest was so misshapen they call~d him 
'Monkey-boy' and he had to marry an outcast woman. One day 
this 'Monkey-boy' was swimming in the river when Shiva and 
Parvati were passing by. They heard him shout and asked what 
was the matter. He complained that he was penniless. Shiva gave 
him a coin and told him to go to the store and buy three coconuts; 
then take the coconuts home, sweep the house clean and break the 
coconuts before the household shrine. 'Whatever wish you make 
at that time win come true.' 'Monkey-boy' did this and with the 
three coconuts got a pile of pearls, a heap of gold and a grand 
new house. 
Now when one of the older brother's wives came to know of 
· this she told her husband to do the same thing 'Monkey-boy' had 
done. So he, t~, went to the river and when he cried out and 
complained, Shiva appeared before him to give him the same 
instructions he had given 'Monkey-boy'. The older brother took 
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the coin to the store, bought three coconuts, brought them home 
and had his wife clean the house. As he broke the coconut the wife 
asked what Shiva had said. The man replied, 'Hair.' A heap of 
'hair' (coconut fibre) appeared in the room. Again the wife asked 
what Shiva had said just as he was breaking the second coconut. 
He replied, 'Your head.' And a pile of coconuts ap~r:¢. :finally, 
with the third coconut, the wife kept her mouth shut and they got 
a new house filled with pearls and gold, just like 'Monkey-boy's'. 
All the brothers lived side by side, happily then. 
And finally, tale number 42, from Uttar Pradesh. 7 
Of two $isters-in-law the elder was very rich and the younger poor. 
The younger one worked in the house of the !elder one. On the 
festival day for Sakat (Ganesh) the elder sister-in-law had the 
younger prepare a great feast for the god. Though the younger 
sister-in-law worked hard that day the elder gave her only a handful 
of greens in payment. With these greens the younger sister-in-law 
went home and prepared her own offering for· Sakat. 
During the night an old man came to the house and asked for 
food. She gave him the greens. He asked for a place to stay. She 
gave him a place in her house. In the middle of the night he told 
her he had to go to the toilet. She told him to use whatever part 
of her house he wished. Early the next morning the old man 
departed. When the woman got up she found heaps of gold lying 
all around her hut. She didn't have to go to work for her sister-in-
law again. 
When the elder sister-in-law came to see why, she heard the 
whole story and resolved to do the same thing herself the next year. 
Indeed, she did. And when the old man came to her house, she 
gave him only greens to eat. When he asked for a place to go to the 
toilet she, too, told him to use her house. But when she woke up 
in the morning, her house stank and she found only piles of shit. 
It is clear that structurally, these tales have much in common. 
Yet, because each of these tales involves (are about) a different 
set of kin, are they to be classed separately? In fact, according 
to the AT index, several would have to be. The theme ~ey best 
fit is the one called 'Rich and Poor Peasant' (AT 1535) but there 
would be some objection to putting them all there. 
Now the point here is that the Aarne-Thompson Tale-type Index 
_classifies tales into arbitrarily and inconsistently defined themes. 
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And the arbitrary vantage point is that of well-known European 
tales. Contrary to what Thompson might have thought, there is 
nothing especially empirical about using the Tale-type and Motif 
Indexes. Tales with clear and obvious unity of structure from other 
areas of the world get widely separated according to this scheme. 
The whole purpose of an objective, culture-free classification is 
nullified. A classification scheme should identify first a kind of 
tale and then different tales based on variance in their structure, 
their morphology, not something ·as ill-defined as 'theme'. 
Much of what we have been saying here, and even quoting, was 
said by the Russian folklorist Vladimir Propp, a scholar belonging 
to the Russian Formalist School, active around the 1920s. 8 His 
Morphology of the Folktale is often considered a classic, 
representing the first truly structuralist approach to folklore 
.analysis. In it he strongly criticizes various classificatory schemes, 
including that of Antti Aarne, current at the time. "True," he writes 
'' Aarne does not really attempt to establish a scientific classification. 
His index is important as a practical reference and, as such, it has 
a tremendous significance. But Aarne's index is dangerous for 
another reason. Clear-cut division into types does not actually exist; 
very often it is a fiction. If types do exist, they exist not on the 
level indicated by Aarne, but on the level of the structural features 
of similar tales ... " 9 
'' ... the division to fairy tales according to theme is, in general, 
impossible .... Tales possess one special characteristic: components 
of one tale can, without any alteration whatsoever, be transferred 
to another. " 10 Instead of classifying tales by 'what they are about', 
it makes much more sense to classify them according to their 
structµres. Tales with similar structures; as we have seen, may 
be about sisters, or brothers, or sisters-in-law, or uncles and 
nephews or mothers-in-laws and daughters-in-law. They can also 
involve rich peasants and poor peasants with no kin relationship 
. at all. In the cases we were looking at, we have an important and 
very common structural type, widespread in India, but apparently 
not as clearly defined or as widespread in Europe. Their structural 
unity as a transformational set (the law of transference, as Propp 
would have called it) is obscured by the Aarne-Thompson 
classification. 
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Before we proceed with our discussion, it will be useful to review 
Propp's basic argument and method. Propp argues that correct 
classification must be established for an accurate description of 
the material being analyzed. This classification must be extracted 
from the material itself. But the kind of classification that Propp 
refers to is not one based on specific themes, nor one making. 
categorical distinctions between tale-types. He notes that, strictly 
speaking, a tale cannot be divided by themes (Propp 1968:7). 
Propp's alternative is a morphology of narrative. He argues that 
morphology must be ~ur first consideration in any analysis, for 
only when it is established, can we proceed with other types of 
studies. Propp sees his basic task as this: "For the sake of 
comparison we shall separate the component parts of fairy tales 
by special methods; and then, we shall make a comparison of tales 
according to their components. The result will be a morphology.'' 
(1968:19) 
The central idea in Propp's method is the notion of function. 
According to this approach, we would study a tale according to 
the functions of the dramatis personae (main characters) involved. 
Dramatis personae change, but their functions are constant. 
Therefore, one must isolate the functions of actors in tales. Contrary 
to what one might expect, he discovers that the number of functions 
are limited, whereas the number of actors is infinitely ex;pandable. 
Thus Propp's formulation of the morphology of folk tales 
. characterizes their simultaneous uniformity and multiformity. 
The definition of a function, according to Propp, should be a noun 
expressing the given actions of the dramatis personae. An action, 
however, cannot be randomly placed; it must be defiiled according 
to its due place in the narrative's course. This does not imply that 
an action's meaning must be uni.vocal. It can have map.y meanings, 
but its place in the narrative must be given priority. Thus, Propp 
gives us his definition of a function: ''Function is understood as 
an act of a character, defined from the point of view of its 
significance for the course of the action" (1968:21). 
Once a function is isolated, a sequence can be established. Propp 
holds that a sequence is always identical. Function A is always 
followed by function B, function Bis always followed by function 
C and so forth. But function C, for example, cannot precede 
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function A. Propp isolates a total of thirty-one functions, but notes· 
that not all of them must always appear. The total number is an 
'ideal type', to borrow a term from Max Weber. A, B, D, F, I, 
J, M, P, is a possibility, but D, A, C, G, Fis not. Propp's functions 
are as follows:11 
1. One of the members of a family absents himself from home 
(absentation). 
2. An interdiction is addressed to the hero (interdiction). 
3. The interdiction is violated (violation). 
4. The villain makes an attempt at reconnaissance (reconnaissance). 
5. The villain receives information about his victim (delivery). 
6. The villain attempts to deceive his. victim in order to take 
possession of him or of his belongings (trickery). 
7. The victim submits to deception and thereby unwittingly 
helps his enemy (complicity). 
8. The villain causes harm or injury to a member of a family 
(villainy). 1 
8a. One member of a family either lacks something or desires 
to have something (lack). 
9. Misfortune of lack is made known; the hero is approached 
with a request or demand; he is allowed to go or he is 
dispatched (mediation, the connective incident). 
10. The seeker agrees to or decides upon counteraction 
(beginning counteraction) 
1 1. The hero leaves home (departure). 
12. The hero is tested, interrogated, attacked, etc., which 
prepares the way for his receiving either a magical agent or 
helper (the first function of the donor). 
13. The hero reacts to the actions of the future donor (the hero•~ 
reaction). 
14. The hero acquires the use of a magical agent (provision or 
receipt of a magica:l agent). 
15. The hero is transferred, delivered, or led to the whereabouts· 
of an object of search\ (spatial• transference between two 
kingdoms, guidance). 
16. The hero and the villain join in direct combat (struggle). 
17. The hero is branded (branding). 
18. The villain is defeated (victory). 
19. The initial misfortune or lack is liquidated. 
20. The hero returns (return). 
/ 
130 Folkloristics a..nd Indian FoJ/dgJ-e 
21. The hero is pursued (pursuit). 
22. Rescue of the hero from pursuit (rescue). 
23. The hero, unrecognized, arrives home or in anotl!~r,cou.ntry. 
( unrecognized arrival). 
24. The false hero presents unfounded clafum, 1(unfounded 
claims). 
25. A difficult task is proposed to the bero {-diffi~ fcai;k). 
26. The task is resolved (solution). 
27. The hero is recognized (recognition) .. 
28. The false hero or villain is exposed (e~sute). 
29. _The hero is given a new appearance (~ansiiguration). 
30. The villain is punished (punishment). 
31. The hero is married an!i ascends the throne (wedding). 
This is Propp's basic method. 111 
Propp describes a tale according to its structure, or morphology. 
The structure is an abstraction of its narrative form. A great many 
tales share this common structure, even independent tales, separate 
tale-types, as the AT index would have it. The structure is a 
description of the tale according to its component parts and the 
relationship of the,se component parts to each other and to the 
whole. 13 Comparison of different tales, then, can be done according 
to their structure. There is no assumption of a c:ommon history 
for tales _h.a,ving a similar structure. Nor is there an assumption 
that there is not a common history ~d a common origin, at least 
a common origin in similar socio-economic contexts .14 There is 
only tfte assertion that they share a certain narraHve ·structure, a 
cognitive structure if you will. 
Components consist of the functions (one or another of the 31) 
the characters play in the tale. These functions are the stable and 
constant elements in a ~e, independent of how and by whom they 
are fulfilled. The number of components (functions) in all fairy 
tales, for example, is remarkably limited. 
Let us stop here and consider the set of tales we looked at earlier, 
the ones where the one relative tried to destroy the other, but the 
pl~'backfires. We will first see wliat remains constant and what 
varies in these tales. 
I. The initial situation in all these tales is similar: one· relative 
is better o!f than the other. Age and circumstance varies. 
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II. As the story proceeds, then: 
Tales Events 
39 & 40 A woman tries to induce her husband to kill his 
mother. 
31 A woman tries to induce her children to kill her 
sister. 
32 After the 'share crop' episode, a man tries to ruin 
his brother by: 
1. killing his cattle. 
2. burning his younger brother's house. 
3. trying to kill his brother's 'son'. 
42 One sister-in-law makes a fine offering to . the 
deity, the other can give only weeds. It is culturally 
implied that the rich sister-in-law perpetuates the 
other's poverty by withholding fair and equitable 
treatment. 
Without much difficulty we can see some constants . in the 
variability, both in the initial action (function) and in (especially) 
the initial situation of these stories. 
m. But the real similarities are as follows: 
39, 40 
31 
The mother-in-law doesn't die, but instead finds 
wealth. 
The sister doesn't die but instead finds wealth. 
32 The younger brother and his 'monkey-son' acquire 
wealth in each of the older brother's three attempts 
to destroy the younger' s fortunes. 
34 The poor sister-in-law is visited and blessed with 
wealth by a disguised deity. 
Further on in the story, variability is again reduced by looking 
at the more stable and constant functions (action) of the characters. 
The variability can be even further reduced if one sees that the 
i 
I 
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supernatural helpers (the deity disguised as an old man, the 
'monkey-son' [ =Hanuman?]) perform similar actions (bringing 
wealth to the one previously deprived of it). 
The endings are almost identical: 
39 Wife is thrown out by her husband. 
40 Wife dies imitating mother-in-law's actions. 
31 Elder sister dies imitating younger's actions. 
33 Older brother is left destitute imitating younger. 
42 Rich sister-in-law gets only feces imitating other. 
So while the actors ( different kinsmen and supernatural helpers) 
are variable, their actions are very similar, if not constant. Except 
for some apparent variability in the initial situation and action, 
the sequence of events is virtually identical. The tales share a 
roughly similar morphology, or structure. The outcome is the same. 
So we can say that they share entirely this final component. The 
midclle component varies only to the extent that it brings the initial 
settings into the bounds of the structure. One might posit a 
transformational quality for this middle component to tighten up 
the structural variation. 15 And going through the ninety-nine stories 
in the collection one can find this structure in a number of the 
longer stories (usually at the end): the initial situation of these tales 
and the subsequent action occurs in the longer tales only after a 
number of other events have taken place. 
One intuitively recognizes this structure whether or not it has 
a name (i.e., is a category of tale) or whether it is a tale-type (which 
it isn't). The stories are about different characters, but what 
happens to them is the same. It is a clever set of events (reversals) 
which we could represent as follows: 
I. Initial situation: C(2) = C(l)-S 
II. C(l) [induces A to] attempt C(2) -S(-1) 
III. C(2) obtains S( + 1) [intervention of H or L] 
IV. C(l) obtains S(-1) [intervention of A or H] 
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I. C(l) and C(2) are kin who are supposed to have (according 
to traditional kin morality) a similar status (S). But they don't. 
C(2) = C(l)-S. 
[Read: One kin, C(2), is the same as the other, C(l), minus 
that one's privileged status, S. Or, simply, one of two kin 
who should be equal, lacks the status of another.] 
II. C(l), or in some instance an alternate, (A), is induced to, 
further reduce C(2) to state S(-1), which is death or utter 
poverty and degradation. 
III. A supernatural helper, H, or simply luck, L, intervenes to 
bring a superior status, S( + 1), to C(2). 
IV. And finally, C(l) repeats the actions of C(2) but A, H or 
L bring the opposite result, S(-1). (In one instance it is the 
direct intervention of A). 
One could go further and investigate what kinds of similarities 
there may be between A (alternates who do one's bidding), H 
(supernatural helpers) and L (luck) in this context. In any case, 
they serve the same function. We can note, further, that there,,is 
always the same sequence: How could it be otherwise? By this 
fact, we know we are at the l~vel of a definite structure. We are 
dealing with syntactic rules. There is the equivalent of a linguistic 
grammar operating here. 
One could also bring other stories into relation with these. The 
'Crop Division' sequence found in one of them (and others in the 
collection) has much the same structure, but without any A, H, 
or L. Instead, it substitutes cleverness. Tale 33, Monkey-boy, is 
a short and partial form of this same structure, utilizing only the 
last two components and having an additional element which yields 
a happier ending. 
Finding a rule-governed· structure common to a wide variety of 
tales is certainly very exciting. We feel we are at the core of what 
constitutes story production in the same sense as a grammar governs 
the production of sentences in speech. But what we can't do as 
easily with this approach as we can with the Aarne-Thompson 
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assumption that tale-types_ essentially represent empirical 
phenomena historically related, is ask: What is the history of a 
particular tale (type)? Nor can we as easily investigate the welter 
of minor, surface peculiarities of a culture which get added to a 
tale in the form of specific regional motifs. We have abstracted 
beyond the descriptive levels of the AT classifications. In this sense, 
the analytic method is too powerful for these types of questions. 
But perhaps we could ask different questions. Are some 
structures found especially (or exclusively) in particular cultures? 
Are there families of structures in the same sense as linguistic 
families? These are large questions that are difficult to answer. 
How about this: all of these tales are morality tales. The structure 
is ope of advice. 'If you do something bad to someone else, your 
evil actions may have the opposite result of what you intended.' 
Many proverbs have the same message: 'What goes around, comes 
around', meaning (amongst other interpretations), 'If you spread 
malicious rumors about others, you will suffer the consequences 
in the end'. In India, the idea of karma is certainly related to this. 
Even the bases of many forms of law are similar: if you do 
something bad to someone else, you will be punished (in a similar 
way). Looking at underlying structures sometimes allows us to 
see common features of things we normally do not associate. 
Looking at the surface similarities of themes of a group of folktales, 
as in the Aarne-Thompson approach, allows us only to look at 
other surface features of folktales. So that what we are left with 
is a spurious sense of satisfaction: for what we are matching and 
comparing are really the same things. 
Using structural methods such as Propp's, allows us to examine 
the common features of a group of empirically recorded phenomena 
at an analytical level. There is no assumption of any empirical 
connection between them. We know we are working at an abstract 
level of our own making. If we wish to go further 'and ask whether 
the similarities we have perceived are significant and why they 
should exist, we may do so, keeping this level of investigation 
and interpretation distinct from the method of abstraction. 
Propp' s method of morphological analysis has influenced a 
number of other scholars employing structural theories. Alan 
Dundes, for example utilizes a modified Proppian method in his 
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monograph titled The Morphology of North American Indian 
Folktales (1964). 
In it, Dundes develops a fourfold schema which he sees as the 
nucleus of folktales. They are: 1) Lack, 2) Deceit, 3) Deception 
and 4) Lack Liquidated. For example, in the Nez Perce tale titled 
1'Coyote and Monster' Monster swallows all human beings, 
and the naive but clever trickster, Coyote, must somehow free 
the People. To this end, he tricks Monster into swallowing him, 
and once he is inside the belly of the dreaded creature, he destroys 
him from within. The People then escape, and the various Native 
American tribes are created from the dismembered portions of 
Monster's body. 16 In this tale, the 'Lack' is created when Monster 
swallows the People. 'Deceit' is then employed by Coyote in order 
to enter the body of Monster. The 'Deception' is fulfilled when 
Coyote's trick is successful and Monster is deceived. Finally, the 
'Lack Liquidated' function is completed at the end of the tale when 
Coyote kills Monster and releases the People. 
More recently, the French structuralist Claude Bremond has 
drawn on Propp and Dundes, but not without criticism, to devise 
a sophisticated model for the analysis of folktales and fairy tales .17 
Bremond's aim is to test Propp's method in a non-Russian context. 
Bremond feels that if Propp's method works for Russian fairy tales, 
it should work elsewhere as well. We should be able to distinguish 
'species and sub-species' of other cultures' narratives. He thus, 
asks, 'Do Propp's thirty-one functions apply to the French' 
folktale?' According to Bremond, Propp has simply pointed out 
the similarities in Russian tales, but has not succeeded in identifying 
any significant differences. Bremond, however, does not reje~t 
formalism on this basis. On the contrary, he is quite inspired by it.18 
As we have seen, Propp says that all thirty-one functions need 
not be present in every tale, but those which are present should 
follow the same order. They must be unilinear and chronological. 
Bremond criticizes both Propp and Dundes on this point when he 
states that their method is simply ''... a linear array of events 
chronologically arranged one after other" (Bremond, 1977:52). 
As an alternative, Bremond develops a more complex model which 
retains Propp's basic unit of the function applied to actions or 
events. When these are ordered into sequences they will produce 
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;a;~tives. Bremond hypothesizes a basic triad· 1) a functio 
ea mg to a procedure, 2) the function actualizin thi • - n 
and 3) the function that terminates the ro d g s potentiality, 
of its_ achievement (1970:248). P ce ure by confirmation 
This can be schematically represented as follows: 
success 
actualization----! 
failure 
· lack of actualization 
When elementary seq h . 
uences sue as this one are combined th 
produce comp~ex ones, according to Bremond. In order to d~ th ~y 
o?e must sacnfice Propp's linear structure A h . " is, 
picture th t · s e states. . .. we 
of multi ;es ruc~i:e of the tale ... as being composed, like a braid 
b P supenmposed elementary sequences entwined d 
· ound together. Each event and action may fulfii . 1 ' an 
several functions in the story' i.e., to advance sev::~;aneously 
elementary sequences" 0970 :250)_ J xtaposed 
Bremond sees the French tale structure as the " d I 
of an f hi · · • • eve opment 
. ac mn w ch goes through phases of degradation and 
improvement_ a~cor~ng to a continuous cycle" (1970:251) Th 
:cle :n beg1~ m either a state of deficiency or satisfactory ~tate e 
is o y reqmrement is that it should end in a I . (i e eith • f: comp ete state 
. . , er a satis actory state or a state of deficienc ', 
never during an unachieved· d y), ... but proce ure of restorat· degradation" (197Q:252). 100 or 
Let u~ now present a French tale called 'The Scalded Wolf' 
to exemplify Bremond's basic methodology: . 
Th~re was an old woodcutter who lived with his "ti 
Fra1ssette. Now his wife was called Jeannett Th w1 e at La 
e. ey were the only 
-------------·-- -
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ones to live there all the year round. They would spend the winter 
there. 
One night they were going to have their soup. The woodcutter 
was making up a basket. As it was hot, they had opened the door. 
Coming back to the table to put down the pot, Jeannette let out 
an 'Ah!' of surprise as she stared through the half-open door. Her 
husband turned round and what did he see? There stood a wolf, 
a huge one. This wolf was as big as a donkey. Jeannette was 
standing there with her tureen in her hand. Her husband shouted 
at her, 'Pour away, Jeannette!' So then his wife tipped the pot over 
the wolf. The animal gave one howl and fled into the depths of 
the forest. He was steaming all over. They quickly closed the door, 
and that night they went without soup, bui they were only too happy 
to have rid themselves ~f the wolf. 
Some time later, whed it was fine, our woodcutter went off to 
the forest. He went to th~ Replat to make a few faggots. His wife 
had packed his game bag. He began making a faggot, and he did 
not notice the time going by. Dusk came and he found that he had 
strayed a bit in the forest. It took him quite a while to find his 
game bag. Well, by the time he had finished roaming around 
looking everywhere, night had fallen and he could hear the howling 
of the wolves. He set off for home as fast as he could, but the 
howling began again and he climbed up a fir tree. Now what did 
he see coming out of the comer of the clearing? There was a huge 
wolf. It was their wolf, the scalded one! The woodcutter recognized 
him. His coat had not yet grown back. The wolf stopped at the 
foot of the tree. He sniffed the air and he, too, recognized the 
woodcutter, and with his wolfs brain he worked out: 'This is it. 
This time I have him'. He let out a terrifying howl and called his 
brothers. A few seconds later the whole pack arrived. There were 
ten, fifteen, twenty. There was a whole pack! They formed a circle 
round the tree. Then at a given moment the wolves stood aside 
and held a meeting. After a minute or two they came back to the 
foot of the tree. The scalded one placed himself at the foot of the 
tree, and the wolves made themselves into a ladder. One climbed 
up, then another, then a third, and a fourth. The woodcutter, who 
could see them coming, climbed higher, too. In this way they 
reached the top of the fir tree. Our poor woodcutter felt that he 
was caught, and he saw the wolf climbing and climbing and he 
knew that he could be reached. Then the woodcutter shouted 'Pour 
away, Jeannette!' The scalded one, remembering the words 
138 Folkloristics and Indian Folklore 
referring to the tureen of the boiling soup, took off at once, but 
it was he who was holding 1,1p the column of wolves, and so down 
they all came. They fell at the foot of the fir tree and, limping 
as they went, they ran back to the depths of the forest. The 
woodcutter went home. 
Soon it was Christmas, and there was a litde snow. One day 
Jeannette said to her husband, 'Next week it will be Christmas. 
We must go down to Chambery to buy some food. You'll take 
a small sledge to cross the Col des Pres, and you'll put a small 
barrel on the sledge.' 
She gave him a snack and a little wine, and the woodcutter left, 
drawing his barrel along on the little sled. He went by the Col des 
Pres and went down the other side. When he reached the Croix 
de Fornet, he met half a dozen brigands, who asked for his money. 
·Afterward they said, 'What are we going to do with this man?' 
The leader said, 'We've only to bring him down and throw him 
into the ravine.' But one of the younger brigands said, 'After all 
he is an old man. We are thieves, not murderers. We must let him 
live.' 
Then the leader said, 'We've only got to put him in his barrel 
and then we'll run away.' 
They took out the bottom of the barrel and put the woodcutter 
into it. They put back the bottom and the bands, and then they 
left it. The leader sent the barrel rolling down into the ravine. 
The barrel came to a halt against a bush, and our woodcutter 
came to. He wondered how he was going to get out of the barrel. 
He tried calling through the bunghole, but no one answered. Night 
fell. He felt cold, but luckily he had his little bottle of wine to keep 
him going. The night was followed by another day spent in the 
same manner. A second night fell. Our woodcutter feltall was lost. 
He said to himself, 'This time this is the end.' 
There was a moon, and the cold was even more intense. Now, 
in the middle of the night he heard a noise. He glanced through 
the hole, and what did he see? The scalded one! 
The scalded one came up to the barrel and sniffed at it, and then 
he began to scratch around it a little, growling. In the end he went 
right round it. Now at one point the wolf stopped, and the 
woodcutter saw the wolfs tail swinging in front of the hole. He 
put his hand through the hole and grabbed the end of the tail and 
pulled it in. Then he shouted 'Pour away, Jeannette! Pour away!' 
Our wolf at .once imagined the kettle of boiling soup hanging 
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overhead. He set off as fast as he could, dragging the barrel and 
the woodcutter after him. He climbed up the ravine in this fashion,· 
and helter-skelter they went over the Col des Pres again. Then he 
reached the chalets of La Fraissette. 
When the woodcutter saw the smoke from the chimney of his 
house, he let go of the wolfs tail and came to a halt in front of 
his home. He called his wife, 'Jeannette! Jeannette!' Jeannette came 
up to the barrel. She saw that it was her husband shut up in there 
and she set him free. 
The scalded one was never seen again. 19 
The Elementary Sequence of the tale is: 
1) Potential = behavior to follow: 'Pour away Jeannette'. 
2) Actualizing Itself = The scalded wolf runs every time he hears 
'Pour away Jeannette'. 
3) Final Achievement = The husband is brought home in a barrel 
due to the utterance 'Pour away Jeannette'. 
The Pattern of the Narrative is: 
1) Satisfactory State: Paragraph one - situation stated. 
2) Procedure of Degradation: Jeannette pours soup on the donkey-
sized wolf. 
3) State of Deficiency (to restore): The woodcutter is put into 
a barrel and rolled down the ravine. 
4) Procedure of Restoration: The donkey-sized wolf pulls the 
woodcutter in the barrel back to his home upon hearing 'Pour 
away Jeannette'. 
5) Satisfactory State Re-established: The woodcutter arrives home 
safely and is let out of the barrel by Jeannette. 
Schematically, the tale can be represented as follows: 
---Dcgradaltlon---:;) 
~--- Improvement ---!J 
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The Structuralism of Levi-Strauss 
The concept of structure we have been looking at so far derives 
directly from the work of Vladimir Propp. Unfortunately, Propp's 
ideas had little or no effect on folklore scholarship during the forty 
years following their introduction until 1968, when his Morphology 
of the Folktale was published in English translation. The original 
was condemned in Russia soon after it was published and .Propp 
himself spent the rest of his career on the sort of folklore studies 
generally characterized by Marxist scholarship, which satisfies 
itself with identifying the folklore of particular peoples as belonging 
to particular stages of evolution and associated with specific 
institutions and ideologies. His, and other work of the Russian 
Formalist School, reached the West only via a few scholars, notably 
the linguist and literary critic, Roman Jakobson. 
But quite independently of Propp, although certainly influenced 
by his friend and colleague, Jakobson, the anthropologist Claude 
Levi-Strauss took up the study of narrative traditions in the early 
1950s. At the time, Levi-Strauss was already a noted anthropologist 
and philosopher and the author of an enormously erudite work 
on.kinship which was to revolutionize social anthropology. That 
work, The Elementary Forms of Kinship (1949), was already 
structuralist, although based on a different structuralist tradition 
that developed out of the French sociological tradition of Emile 
Durklleim and Marcel Mauss. Despite his earlier training in 
essentially only social thought, Levi-Strauss has played a pivotal 
role in the many currents of literary scholarship which fed into 
\_1/hat we now call structuralism. 20 
But in 1955, when Levi-Strauss first presented his paper, 'The 
Structural Study of Myth', it took the Anglo-American intellectual 
world by surprise. We were not at all aware of these sorts of ideas, 
and still fixed upon thoroughly empirical levels of analysis. Of 
course, this was not true of linguistics, but by that time linguistics 
had separated from its sister discipline of anthropology. The study 
of folklor~ was particularly empiricist, with the historical-
geographical school at its peak and the Aame-Thompson Tale and 
Motif Indices the major tools of the trade. In anthropology, 
functionalism dominated the British scene. Americans were caught 
up in debates between functionalists, historicists and neo-
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evolutionists. (And several peculiar brands of psychological 
anthropology). All these currents were empirical and conce~ed 
with surface features of culture and generalizations about society. 
And furthermore, these disciplines tended to divide themsel:es 
from one another in terms of the subjects it was thought appropnate 
for them to study. Linguistics studied language, anthr?pology 
studied society and material culture and folklore ~tudied oral 
traditions ( or aesthetic traditions generally). Subject matter, 
methodology and a sense of intellectual territoriality separated the 
disciplines. . 
Levi-Strauss' structural study of myth, more than any other smgfe. 
factor, led us out of these narrow compartments. It was so strange 
and yet intriguingly insightful, we had to know where he got the 
ideas that fed into it. 
Levi-Strauss' method, or approach to a narrative differs sharply 
from Propp's in certain respects. The genre he chooses to study 
is different: myth. His scope is greater: myths of the world are 
instances of myth, in the same sense that linguists distinguish 
between the grammar of a language and a u~versal gra~~r • 
There is a further difference: Propp was at the level of descnbmg 
a particular collection of fairy-tales, Levi-Strauss is at the level 
of describing a generative model of myth. That the two approaches 
seem to meet somewhere at the middle is incidental. They do not, 
really. 
As Levi-Strauss analyses them, the components of myth are 
relationships of the elements to the whole. Myth, li~e langu~ge 
is made up of constituent units, 01 rather gross constituent uruts. 
The units represent relationships. But how d~ we isolate_ them? 
He starts with 'mythemes', not characters, actions or motifs, but 
small sentence-length units, each containing a function and the 
subject to which it is predicated. These, he writes on cards. 8:e 
then arranges them in a sequential order until a sequence 1s 
repeated, at which point he starts the sequence over: The result 
is a stacking of similar mythemes over one anoth~r m ~olumns. 
The columns then consist of bundles of relationships. The 
relationships between these bundles of mythemes is what then 
constitutes the structure of the myth. 
Thus, a story may be narrated as a temporal string, with many 
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elements repeated, such as: 
'A-B-C-D-A-C-B-D-A-B-B-C-A-D-C-D ... • 
A, B, C, and Dare motif-like 'mythemes' containing a charter-
type and a type of action, somewhat similar to Propp's functions. 
The mythemes would then be arranged in columns (1 through 4), 
as follows: 
1 2 3 4 
---- ----------------------- -----------------
A B 
A 
B 
A B 
B 
A 
Rl 
C: 
C 
c.· 
C: 
R2 R3 
D 
D 
D 
D 
Levi-Strauss is, from this point on, less interested in the 
'mythemes' themselves than he is in their relationships to one 
another, the bundles of relationships (R1 through R3), represented 
above by the columns of':'. The relationship between these bundles 
may be represented as R1 : R2 : R3, or A : B :: C : D. 
An example is the best way to describe the method. We shall 
use a folktale to which we made reference earlier. However, the 
method most appropriately applies to myth, which on certain 
grounds may be distinguished from tales. Furthermore, while it 
may be possible to demonstrate that this method can work to Indian 
materials, this partial analysis• does not constitute all that would 
be necessary to prove that it doesn't work, should we fail. We will 
take tale number 32 in The Folktales of India the one entitled 
'The Monkey-Son'. 
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You will remember that there are two sets of repetition in the 
story: first during the 'share-crop' episode, and again, when the 
elder brother tries to destroy the fortunes of the younger three times. 
The repetitions begin after an initial situation is established: of 
two brothers, the younger has no children; he obtains a monkey 
in a bag at the market; the monkey (as strong as two men, 
reminiscent of Hanuman, a supernatural helper) initially helps both 
brothers, but then gravitates to the side of the younger brother 
as (it is implied) it becomes clear that the elder brother has been 
cheating the younger. 
In highly schematicized form (where 'plus' ( +) = 'has' and 
'minus' (-) = 'lacks') the story may be laid out as follows: 
I. Elder Brother attempts to get the better portion of a crop. 
Monkey-Son intervenes. Younger Brother gets the better 
portion. The action depends on a play concerning the ambiguity 
of the word translated 'part', which could mean either the lower 
(and more productive) part of the field, or lower (and coarser) 
part of the tobacco plant. 
El. Br. Yo. Br. 
+ 
Intervention El. Br. 
V 
Yo. Br. 
+ 
II. A repetition of the same, except that it is even clearer that 
the elder brother wishes the best portion at the expense of the 
younger. 
+ V + 
III. The elder brother kills the younger's cattle. Monkey-Boy takes 
the hides, surprises some thieves and takes their loot. When 
the elder sees this he kills his own cattle, but fails to obtain 
anything of value from this action. 
+ V + 
IV. The elder bums the younger's house. Monkey-Boy takes the 
ashes and convinces thieves to trade their loot for the sack 
of ashes. When the elder sees this he bums his own house, 
but fails to obtain anything of value from this action. 
+ V + 
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V. The elder then tries to kill the younger's son (Monkey-Boy) 
by tying him in a sack and throwing him in the river. Monkey-
Boy returns with a herd of goats. Elder Brother has himself 
put in a sack and thrown in the river and drowns. 
+ V + 
This is a rather harsh ending, somewhat uncharacteristic of most 
of the folktales where, in a similar circumstance, the younger would 
have ended up taking the destitute elder brother and his family 
under his care. The initial situation and the final situation are 
diametric opposites of one another. How did this happen? Through 
the logical operations of the structure of the story. · 
Levi-Strauss' method, described on the preceding pages, can be 
seen more easily now that the mythemes are arranged on the page. 
The story as narrative is told as a continuous string. It is read from 
left to right. But it is analyzed in columns, top to bottom. The 
job is made simpler than it normally is by the fact that this tale 
is so repetitious, and the repeated portion is fairly short (even so, 
we have made it still shorter, possibly at the risk of an inaccurate 
analysis). As it is displayed, it is a story about how + 's are turned 
to - 's and vice versa by the intervention (V) of a mediator. Each 
time it is repeated, it is intensified, but the relationship between 
the columns is the same: columns 1 and 2 are opposites and columns 
4 and 5 are opposites. Furthermore, the pairs of opposites are 
themselves in opposition: 4 and 5 contradict 1 and 2. It is the first 
pair of opposites that the mediator works upon to produce the 
second pair of opposites. The right hand side contradicts the left, 
just as the top (the initial situation) is the opposite of the bottom 
(the final situation). 
The mediator, too, contains within himself an opposition: he 
is both a being of nature (monkey) and a being of culture (son). 
He is a trickster and a helper. Can his ambiguous ( containing 
opposites) character have something to do with his ability to change 
dichotomies to their contradictions? We may not think so given 
this one tale, but when one sees this sort of character doing the 
same thing in hundreds of tales the world over, one becomes 
suspicious and curious. How is it that ambiguity has this power? 
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It is not the physical strength he is here said,to possess, for it is 
his mind, not his muscles he uses each time. He cheats people 
out of their wealth, or rather lets them think their (thieves, 
goatherds and the elder brother) way into poverty. His power is 
the power of the mind. 
So, too, is the power of the tale. It is a logical operation: 'If 
we keep in mind that mythical thought always works from the 
awareness of oppositions towards their progressive mediation, the 
reason [ the choice of an ambiguous character as a ~ediator] 
becomes clearer. We need only to assume that two opposite terms 
with no intermediary always tend to be replaced by two equivalent 
terms which allow a third one as a mediator, then one of the four 
terms and the mediator become replaced by a new triad and so 
on' (Levi-Strauss 1955). The formula for such a logical process 
may be given as fx(A) : fy(B) : : fx(b) : fa- l(y) where the initial 
situation of opposition between two terms (A and B) and their 
functions (Fx and Fy) still exists in the final situation though their 
terms and relatit>ns are inverted in two ways. First as contraries 
[fx(A) and fx(B)] and, secondly, as an inversion between the 
function and the term value of the two elements, [fA- l(y)]. 
So, we conclude, as Levi-Strauss would, that myth and folktales 
are logical, philosophical attempts to overcome (mentally at least) 
discrepancies between what should be and what is in the world. 
As Levi-Strauss himself writes in his essay 'The Structural Study 
of Myth', '' ... the purpose of myth is to provide a logical model 
capable of overcoming a contradiction'' ( 1963 :229). But let there 
be no•mistake: this is not a primitive mode of thought, not a product 
of a folk mentality. Levi-Strauss' studies of myth and narrative 
are aimed at a universal grammar, not the grammar of an arbitrarily 
defined class of people, 'primitives' or 'folk'. 
Summary 
Structuralism has been one of the major innovations in 
folkloristics in the second half of the twentieth century. Its first 
concern in the works of Vladimir Propp, was to develop a means 
of classifying tales according to their morphology. Propp took issue 
with the existing methods of classification - including the Aame-
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Thompson Tale-type Index - because they were based on 
superficial resemblances and differences and because they were 
arbitrary in the way they grouped the material. A classification 
based on morphology arranges tales according to deeper level 
constants and variation, and on their form, not their content. But 
Propp's work during the 1920s went unnoticed in the West until 
the 1950s, when Claude Levi-Strauss introduced his own method 
of structural analysis. Levi-Strauss was not so much interested in 
classification as he was in investigating the properties of the human 
mind through a study of myth. In this, his work bears more 
resemblance to earlier psychological studies. Levi-Strauss' 
structural analyses penetrate even deeper into the very generative 
core of myth, to a 'logic' it uses to transform natural reality into 
cultural institutions. His studies focus our attention on the binary 
properties of myth and the importance of medial characters in the 
transformation process. Other structuralists have developed their 
own methods of analysis and have shown yet other kinds of forms 
operating in folktales, fairy-tales and myths. One such is that 
revealed in the work of Bremond, which shows how a very simple 
core structure may be used repeatedly in tales to produce 
enormously complex tale cycles. 
The work of the structuralists has freed folkloristics from the 
narrow confines of the historical approaches in a number of 
respects. By focusing attention on constants in underlying form, 
we are relieved of the onerous task of explainii;ig the picayune 
details of an almost endless variation in surface d~fferences. EveP 
more importantly, structuralism attempts to get at a generative level 
of folklore, a level at which it is constantly being produced. 
Structuralism allows us to understand texts, not merely to document 
ones that already exist. 
Let us digress for a moment. It is often asked by Indian folklorists 
whether the ideas we have discussed so far apply to Indian material. 
One has the feeling that these are rhetorical questions (a polite 
and respectful way Indians have to say they do not). However, 
these ideas are not the product of a single nationality, but several, 
and, in our opinion, very diverse lines of thought. Structuralism 
and 'post-structuralism' is as strange to American students of 
folklore as it is to Indians. Of course, our American students cannot 
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object that we are trying to teach them foreign ideas since we are 
their countrymen. And when they discover that some of the ideas 
descend from the French and others from the Russians or Czechs 
or British they do not object on that account since some among 
them will themselves be of French or Russian or Czech or British 
descent. Now we don't mean to be facile by saying this, but it 
is true that once one walks into the classroom, the national origin 
of ideas is not given any great significance. We have no difficulty 
convincing them that the ideas have cross cultural applicability, 
regardless of their country of origin. And this applies to the ideas 
stemming from the great civilizations of Asia as well. Students 
in, say, a Medical Anthropology course are introduced to Indian 
and Chinese ideas of health and health practices (such as forms 
of yogic exercises) which have profoundly influenced their thinking 
and which they have personally incorporated into their own lives 
and teaching. If one closes oneself to an idea because it stems from 
another nation, or cuts oneself off from ideas current in one's own 
time, or separates oneself from the world's vast and growing 
network of communication, one suffers intellectually. 
These ideas purport to be international, and to have cross-cultural 
applicability. If these ideas do not work in one culture, they do 
not work in others either. If they do not work in India they are 
of limited use not only for Indians, but for the rest of the world 
as well. If an idea does not work in certain cultures, then scholars 
the world over would like to know not only of its failure, but why 
it has failed. But they must try it first. And not half-heartedly, 
not in some half-understood fashion. And not reject it in favour 
of some worn-out ideas such as evolutionism, which have long 
ago been cTTscarded and rejected by serious scholars - ideas which, 
after all, are also Western ideas. 
Structuralism is as strange to an American as it is to an Indian. 
It is strange because of the level of abstraction that characterizes 
its findings as well as its methodology. Levi-Strauss' justifications 
for choosing this level of study (analysis) are precisely the ones 
used by Propp; the inadequacy and arbitrariness of naive 
empiricism (whether to support a historical or functional theory), 
the poverty of evolutionist theories and that collection alone is not 
the goal of a discipline such as anthropology or folklore. On the 
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basis of a sample collection we can begin to describe the structure 
of its contents; then with further collection we can amend our 
theories and add furtl\er dimensions to the structures we have 
discovered thus far. This is a normal scientific procedure. 
NOTES 
I. Thompson had little patience with the excesses of premature, faddish 
theoretical speculations about the origins and meaning of folktales. He 
seemed to think that his own means of investigating the 'life history' of 
a tale through proper identification of the tale-type and motifs, were more 
factual. "When the folklorist has done his best to discover all th_e facts about 
the life history of the tale, there may be room for the psychologist and the 
sociologist and the anthropologist. Up to the present time, however, the 
work of these scientists has been made less valuable for the understanding 
of folk narrative than it might be because these facts about the tale have 
been little known. When the original form of a story has been approximated 
with some degree of certainty by a study of all the available variants, the 
psychologist may well speculate on the psychological principles at work 
in the formation of this archetype, and when he knows exactly what changes 
have taken place from version to version, he can try to assign reasons for 
these changes. The material is all before him, and for many tales is neatly 
and accurately arranged."· (Thompson 1951 :448). 
2. Propp, Vladimir. 1968:5. 
3. As noted earlier, Aarne, himself, had three tale types for this one tale: 9B 
'In the Division of the Crop the Fox Takes the corn'; 1030 'The Crop 
Division'; and, 1633 'Joint Ownership of the Cow'. It was also classified 
as a motif, K 171.1, 'Deceptive Crop Division.' 
4. Propp 1968:7. 
5. However, this story is by no means confined to the south-western coastal 
region of India, but is found widely all <>Ver the sub-continent. Tale number 
39 in The Folktales of India, from Assam, for example, is almost identical. 
6. Tale number 32 has many similarities with this one, and we will analyze 
them both together, later. 
7. Susan Wadley bases her excellent stlldy of the variance between written 
and performed (oral) narratives on this tale (Wadley 1986). 
8. See also Dundes 1962. 
9. Propp 1968: 10-11. 
10. Propp 1968:7. 
11. These are further explained in Chapter III of Propp's Morphology. 
12. For applications of Propp's method to Indian examples, see Handoo 1978 
and Islam I 987. 
13. Propp 1968: 19. 
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14. See Propp 1984 for an example of the use of structuralist methods for historic 
comparison. For an example of the use of the idea of structural equivalency 
in psychoanalytic interpretation see Dundes 1987. 
15. In one of these stories two components are repeated three times: this is what 
is sometimes called recursion in generative grammar (a loop in computer· 
programming). 
16. There are many versions of this tale, the most important and reliable being 
the one recorded by Archie Phinnie 1934. This particular tale is not.discussed 
by Dundes, but it, clearly exemplifies his model. The dominant motifs from 
Thompson's index which are found in the tale are: I) Sucking Monster 
(G332); 2) Culture Hero is swallowed and recovered from animal (A535); 
3) Victim kills swallower from within (Fl93); 4) Victims rescued when 
swallower is killed from within (F912); 5) Native American Nations are 
created from different parts of the monster's body (Al263); and 6) Nez 
Perce is created from the monster's blood (Al263. l). For more on this and 
other Nez Perce tales, see Haruo Aoki 1970. 
17. See Bremond 1970 and 1977. 
18. Bremond is most indebted to Elli Kongas and Pierre Maranda in this regard. 
Like them, he wishes to see the concept of the mediating process as essential 
to narrative structures. His model depends on the development of mediation. 
See Kongas and Maranda 1962. 
19. This tale, exemplifying types 121 and 1875, is taken from Dorson 
1975:60-62. 
20. In addition to the two we have mentioned, there is also the line of scholarship 
stemming from Ferdinand de Sausure, which is at the root of virtually all 
modern linguistics. But de Sausure also inspired a field of scholarship called 
semiotics which developed its own form of structuralism through the work 
of scholars such as Hjelmslev, in Denmark, and the Prague School, to which 
Jakobson belonged. Levi-Strauss was fully aware of these developments 
on the continent, while British and American scholars generally were not. 
CHAPTER SEVEN 
Form and Context 
PSYCHOANALYSIS of myths and folktales is often rejected on 
. the grounds that it works equally well, and in the same way, with 
· the same results, regardless of.the form or context of tlie material 
an~yzed. Dreams, literature, folklore, ritual, neurotic patients, 
ordmary conversations and even criticisms. of the method are all 
one to the psychoanalyst. It is not easy to see any connection 
· between the different things on which psychoanalysis works. For 
a science of folklore, too, it is desirable to abstract a pattern of 
some sort from the bulk of empirical data; but what the folklorist 
objects to in psychoanalysis is that the patterns seen by the 
psychoanalysts are not at all derived from the particular text. If 
we are interested in different kinds of texts, because different kinds 
of texts are distinguished by our informants and found in different 
contexts, and if we are interested in correlations between these 
different kinds of texts and some other features of society or culture 
~hich might be seen to bring about these differences, psychoanalysis 
1s of no help to us. 
Structuralism, too, as we have seen, is aimed at providing 
a~stract patterns to reduce the profusion of superficial empirical 
diff~rences between texts. But there is a difference between 
s~cturalist and psychoanalytic abstractions. Structuralism operates 
duectly upon the text. It doesn't derive its patterns from outside 
it. In this sense, even though structuralism deals with abstractions 
it is more acceptable to scholars working on texts. But this in itself 
imposes a severe restriction, and, many would say, an unrealisili; 
limitation. Texts, and most obviously orally performed texts, do 
not exist in isolation from the context in which they ~re told. One 
of the_ first criticisms of Levi-Strauss's 'The Structural Study of 
Myth' ~as that it, like Fxazer's The Golden Bough, plucked myths 
fro_m _widely separated cultures and put them together in an 
·;ntific1ally derived·context divorced from the culture to wQich they 
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were meaningful. It is a major tenet of such criticism that the 
surrounding culture gives meaning to a myth, and that meaning 
is lost to us when we isolate the myth in this way. Even 
psychoanalytic interpretation may be seen to take context into 
account: the context of people's psychic development which, in 
a given community, has a degree of commonality and thus 
predictability. Structuralism, to overcome its unrealistic limitation 
of studying a text in isolation, has to develop contextual dimensions. 
And this is what structuralists and 'post-structuralists' have to work 
on. 
Actually, there is an excellent precedent for the study of 'folklore 
in context' in the work of anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski. 
Under the section titled 'The Role of Myth in Life' in the now 
classic study entitled 'Myth in Primitive Psychology', Malinowski 
demonstrates, '' ... that an intimate connection exists between the 
Word, the mythos, the sacred tales of a tribe on one hand, and 
their ritual acts, their moral deeds, their social organization, and 
even their practical activities on the other." (1948:46)1 At the time, 
he wrote in opposition to those 'armchair theorists' who, like J. 
G. Frazer, mutilated reality in the process of removing myths from 
their context and presenting them as tidbits of 'facts' placed in 
an evolutionary scheme. The ethnographer, working in the field, 
spending months on end living and moving with the people of a 
culture, has the opportunity to see myth and folklore as an integral 
part of peoples' lives. He or she has the chance to ask for authentic 
folk commentary, not something made up later to fit a preconceived 
theory. 2 , 
Amongst the Trobrianders, Malinowski found that folktales were 
told during certain seasons, at certain times of the day and in certain 
social contexts. "Every story is 'owned' by a member of the 
community. Each story though known by many, may be recited 
. by only the owner .... But not all the 'owners' know how to thrill 
and to r~se a hearty laugh, which is one of the main ends of such 
stories" (1948: 102). The collection of these texts is important, but 
without extensive observations of the context in which they are 
presented, the texts remain lifeless and we never learn how they 
are used. 
There are other texts, with different characteristics, told in 
!' 
I 
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d~fferent contexts by other specialists and with• a function quite 
different from amusement. Texts such as oral histories purport 
to be true accounts of the relationships between lineages. They 
record the famous deeds of one lineage as .opposed to another, 
or lay claim to certain items of lineage prerogative . .Malinowski 
is especially concerned with myth, and it is with regard to myth, 
similarly delineated on· the basis of extensive observation of the 
contexts in which it is presented, that he reached his now famous 
con~l~sion that ''The function o:f gi_yth, briefly, is to strengthen 
tradition and endow it with a greater value and prestige by 
tra~i?~ it back ,t,o a higher; better, or· more supernatural reality 
of imtial events (1948: 146). That myth is a charter for important 
beliefs and rituals has since become a part of ·our general 
u~derstanding of it. It has become a platitude commonly used 
without demonstration of its truth in particular cultures. If this is 
so, it is not because Malinowski did not do his job properly. Many 
who say they utilize the fruits of sound ethnography have not 
themselves engaged in ethnography and know little about what 
it means. 
Malinowski was guilty of over-generalizing about the function 
of ~yth in society. While he might well have presented convincing 
evidence that myth had certain functions in Trobriand society, he 
oversteps the bounds of sound logic when he claims that because 
it does so in Trobriand society, it does so in all 'primitive' societies. 
His racist and evolutionary biases persuaded him that all 'primitive' 
people have the same mentality. Instead of studying the actual 
chan&es and variations in the role of myth in the history of 
T-robriand society, or in comparison to other, related societies, 
Malinowski jumped to untenable conclusions. In fact, there was 
no need for him to go beyond his excellent account of myth in 
action. The notion that myths have social functions was revelation 
enough. We have since found that myths do not have just one 
function in society, but many, and that these. functions can change. 
The myths and tales of a culture themselves change over time. 
These features are sometimes referred to as the 'plasticity' of 
folklore materials. 3 Some of the change and consequent variation 
of stories may be due to memory loss and similar characteristics 
_of oral tradition in contrast to the more permanent printed text. 
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Some variation may be due to borrowing· and the introduction of 
new material and the suppression of old. Some is due to the teller+s 
perceptions of the desires of the audience, some due to the 
prescriptions of specific performance contexts (e.g. when one finds 
the same story content presented in one form in a ritual context 
and another form in a secular context). In each of these cases, 
variation may be purposeful and conscious. The form chosen is 
dependent on. external features, features of the context. 
Most structuralists, too, have realized the need to explain the 
presence of, particular morphological forms in the context of · 
~ulture. Propp's work, for example, was viciously attacked in 
Russia for being anti-Marxist and anti-Soviet. He was accused of 
not showing the relevance of folklore to the peoples' struggle 
against capitalist oppression. In response to this critique of hjs 
Aforphology of the Folktale Propp wrote a sequel entitled Historieal 
Roots of the Wondertale. In it he took up the job of researching 
the relationship of form to the larger social and historical context. 
In a later response of Levi-Strauss, Propp writes that he finds the 
cause for the unity of the composition of different tales in '' ... the 
. stag~ of human society studied by ethnology and ethnography ... 
I did ·not abandon morphological analysis, but set myself the task 
of searching for the historical foundations and historical roots of 
the system revealed by a comparative study of wondertale plots ... 
what really matters is that plots are engineered by the life of the 
people and the forms of thought at the early stages of social 
development and that the appearance of these plots is historically 
determined" (Propp 1984:71). Most contemporary Western 
I ethnologists and foiklorists would certainly not be satisfied with 
this sort of Marxist evolutionism as a means of placing form 
in context. It is precisely the sort of thing Edmund Leach so 
eloquently criticizes in a comment on the work of another Russian 
:. scholar: '' ... it• illustrates yet ortce again the deadening conservatism 
that Karl Marx's approval of the social evolutionist theories of 
L. H. Morgan imposes on· any Soviet scholar who ventures into 
the domain of cultural/social anthropology (ethnology). Soviet 
ethnologists who fail to pay at least token respect to Morgan's 
fantasies in the form in which they came to be embodied in Engels' 
The Origin of the Family put themselves in peril. ... He presents 
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myth as the product of a particular 'stage of consciousness' which 
was characteristic of the thinking of primitive peoples at an early 
stage in their history" (Leach 1982:2). 
Levi-Strauss, too, tries to tie in the structures of myth with the 
ethnography of a people. His studies of North and South American 
myths in 'The Story of Asdiwal' (1960, reprinted in Dundes 1984) 
and the four volumes of Introduction to a Science of Mythology 
are such attempts. Unfortunately, he is forced to rely almost 
exclusively on the reports of others. And familiar as Levi-Strauss 
may be with the meagre and rather dated ethnographic literature 
on these peoples, armchair anthropology is no substitute for the 
real thing. Modem social anthropologists, intellectual descendants 
ofB. Malinowski in terms of field methodology if not functionalist 
theory, are very sceptical about the possibility of reconstructing 
ethnographic settings once folklore has been divorced from its 
context and after the fact of analysis. 
Again, in the words of E. R. Leach (from the article just cited), 
'' ... from the viewpoint of a social anthropologist such as myself, 
myth loses all meaning if it is taken out of context. It also loses 
a great deal of its meaning as soon as it is transformed from a 
sequence of verbal utterances into a literary text ... Since efficient 
portable tape recorders only became available in the late 1950s, 
almost all records of the 'mythology' of preliterate societies, which 
were made before that date, in all parts of the world, are highly 
defective. Whatever interest they may now have is of a literary 
rather than an anthropological nature." An early supporter of 
structural analysis of myth and the one who did more than anyone 
else to publicize Levi-Strauss' methodology in the English-speak.ing 
world, Leach has become disappointed with Levi-Strauss' s cavalier 
use of ethnographic data (1982: 8): 
. . . in a technical sense, all the myth data which Levi-Strauss uses 
is drastically defective. Most of it is completely divorced from its 
original social context, and all of it has suffered the deformations 
which result from transcription into written text, ruthless 
abbreviation, and translation from the vernacular into a European 
language or even a succession of European languages. For 
example, most of the myths which are analyzed in Mythologiques 
take up o~y a few lines of printed .text and have been translated 
Form and Context 155 
by Levi-Strauss himself from similarly abbreviated Portuguese 
versions. recorded by Christian missionaries. It seems highly 
probable that, in context, each paragraph of such material 
corresponds to several hours of oral recitation accompanied by 
elaborately staged dramatic performance. 
In 'The Story of Asdiwal' Levi-Strauss analyses a myth of the 
same name found among the Tsimshian people of Canada's Pacific 
coasL Presumably he uses the same general methodological 
approach outlined in his earlier paper 'The Structure of Myth', 
which we have already discussed. There is no reason to believe 
that he doesn't, anyway, but he does not discuss this preliminary 
discovery procedure in the article. Instead, he begins by stating 
his aims to be the analysis and comparison of the different levels 
of the myth: the geographic, the economic, the sociological 
and the cosmological. Apart from the implication that these 
are the important dimensions forced upon the analyzer by the myth 
itself (a claim which is obviously entirely subjective) it is not at 
all clear why he chooses to isolate just these levels. It may be that 
the first is entirely physical (nature) and the last is entirely symbolic 
(cultural) and the two in between are to different degrees a 
product of both. If so, then clearly his analysis is prejudiced 
to the conclusion from the beginning (i.e., his reasoning is circular). 
Furthermore, the sequence in which the analysis is presented, and 
the layout of the structure in the diagrams he provides, are 
themselves a part of the analysis, and influence the conclusions 
he draws from them. 
This sort of criticism, that his method of analysis is entirely 
subjective and that his reasoning is circular - devastating under 
most scientific circumstances - has had little effect on Levi-
Strauss, and he has actually taken it as praise. He readily admits 
that his analysis of myth is mythic in character. It uses the same 
type of logic as its subject, he claims. Now there are ideological 
and theoretical reasons why we may wish to accept this very 
difficult stance, and we will allude to these reasons in a later chapter 
when we discuss post-structural ideas on reflexivity. Here we will 
simply note that the levels are arbitrary and furthermore, with the 
exception of the geographical, they correspond to standard 
anthropological levels of studying cultural symbols generally. We 
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have learned from experience and tradition that the cultural meaning 
systems of most relevance and significance are the economic, the 
social and the cosmological. These correspond somewhat with 
Marxist levels of analysis, too, although the Western social .sciences 
generally put greater emphasis on the causal importance of the 
ideological level. Levi-Strauss' inclusion of the geographic may 
be a special feature of myth: stories of origins almost always have 
sequences in which the heroes or heroines travel. Travel can usually 
be seen as transition, and (although as far as we know there is 
no general study of it) the transition is a narrative-like form of 
transforming an initial binary situation into a hierarchical.trinary 
one. Dtsciples of Levi-Strauss have subsequently iµcluded this in 
their analyses. · 
So, having provided a means to relate the abstract structures 
of myth to the ethnographic facts of the people, in actuality, how 
successfully does Levi-Strauss proceed? The terse and .elegant style 
of writing used by French intellectuals makes this a rather difficult 
task to assess. Levi-Strauss gets away with a great many allusions 
to the analysis at hand by means of analogies. Many of these are 
exquisitely presented at appropriate times, but often not followed 
up by parallel analysis of the material. His analogies have become 
famous· and his followers have taken up the practice to the best 
of their ability. Few can write as beautifully as he does, however, 
and we are often left with a method of analysis and an analysis 
itself which is only alluded to, not explained. Critics are then 
regarded as too dull to get the point. But in this case Levi-Strauss 
uses few analogies. Still, his American critics, specialists on 
Tsimshian culture, were just bright enough (or dull enough) to 
point out that he got a number of the ethnographic facts wrong. 
There is little or no support for many of the instances in which 
be tried to tie in the structural analysis of the myth with the meaning 
structure of the culture. And he did so only in the most minimal, 
abstract way; largely, one suspects, in order to avoid being easily 
pinned down on question of correctness and accuracy. If this were 
the only instance of his cavalier attituqe toward ethnographic fact, 
we wouldn't dwell on· it. We all make mistakes, even after years 
of steeping ourselves in the ethnography of the symbolic structures 
of a specific culture. But Levi-Strauss makes disregard for factual 
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accuracy a part of his very method. Never has he spent the time 
necessary to learn a given culture thoroughly. Never has he done 
the sort of extensive fieldwork we expect of our other colleagues. 
An ethnologist or folklorist who gets to know one cu1ture (besides 
his or her own) well by means of extensive and repeated fieldwork 
is perhaps better equipped to undertake inter-cultural comparison. 
As Leach notes (1982 :8) structural studies of myths in the ~ntext 
of the meaning and action systems of a culture by an ethnographer 
thoroughly familiar with the culture through extensive fieldwork, 
are often insightful and valid. We know of few studies that reflect 
this familiarity. in regard to the study of Indian mythology and 
folklore other than his own 'Puleyar and the Lord Buddha'. Most 
spend an undue amount of time describini the method itself, and 
the results of the analysis are barely worth the effort. On the other 
hand, we should mention that there are fine structural studies of 
myth in other areas of the world. 
Let us. conclude with another quote from Leach (1982: 10): 
So the paradox is that whereas Levi-Strauss himself inadvertently 
demonstrated that the application of structuralist methodology to 
sets of myths in which the individual stories come from different 
cultural contexts is largely a waste of time, his younger disciples, 
using a dosely related m~thodology, have shown that the structural 
comparison of myths of quite different content ca~ tell us a gr~at 
deal that we could not oth~rwise know, but only 1f all the stones 
derive from the same cultural context. 
What is always sacrificed in ethnography is comparability. What 
is always sacrificed in inter-cultural comparison (ethnology) is the 
meaning of the facts and their meaningful relationship to one 
another. For a century now anthropologists have struggled on many 
fronts to resolve this paradox. But· no solution is :yet in sight. 4 
We will return to this paradox in the next: chapter. In the 
meantime, we will, tum away from theoretical folkloristics 
(to coin a term on the analogy with theoretical linguistics), away 
from abstract idealism, to the real world of actual performances. 
NOTES 
1. This essay was originally published as a separate book, Myth in Primitive 
Psychology, in 1926. 
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2. Doing ettmography in context does not automatically eliminate the possibility 
of bringing one's preconceived notions into the field. Malinowski adhered 
to many of the evolutionist dogmas, including those of J. G. Frazer, to whom 
he dedicated his essay. 
3. Firth 1960 .. 
4. For a discussion of this problem, see Marcus and Fischer 1986 and Clifford 
and Marcus 1986. 
CHAPTER EIGHT 
Performance and Performance Theories 
·tHE focus on performance represents a ·new movement in 
folkloristics, a movement away from the idealism inherent in many 
of the structuralist studies in that it focuses on what is actually 
petformed, and the context in which it is •performed. The text (when 
there is one) is not an idealized one, not a generalized one, not 
the 'traditional' one, but the one actually presented on some 
occasion. The context is not an idealized one either, but the 
particular one. And the interactions between the text and the context 
are those which were'. actually observed and recorded. 
Performance studies represent a break with the past in other 
regards, too. They often.entail a candidness about the role of the , 
analyst in the process of collection, analysis, interpretation and 
the presentation of the study. In other words, they are concerned 
witµ the nature of the distance between the study and the thing 
studied, and, when it is appropriate, to try.to remove it, or reduce 
the artificialities from it. Performance analysts, taking their cues 
from native interpretational traditions (metafolklore), as Susan 
,Wadley (1989:77) has done in citing one of her informant's view . 
· of a perfomµmce as 'choo~ing a path', see their role as but a further 
contribution to the· performance tradition (reflexivity). 
But the main contribution of performance .theory is in the 
delineation of the scope of study. Most performance studies are 
on verbal traditjons (oral tiaditi;m), but verbal traditions in action. 
They study an event, and all that is related to that event: the setting, 
the social context, the performer and the audience. If the verbal 
tradition entails musical or theatrical· or any other kind of 
performance media, that too, and the interaction between the verbal 
and other media become part of the study. · 
A performance is a live presentation which is never repeated 
identically .. Jt has a fleeting existence and is the 'product of a 
performer, an individual in the society. We are used to dealing 
160 Folklorist-ics and Indian Folklore 
~- ' 
with conceptualizations of folklore as fixed, idealized phenomena: 
We think of it as a product of some folk collectivity, the collective 
consciousness. Performance studies make little use of such 
standard, idealized concepts. We need some new terms and new, 
concepts· to deal with the new perspective. It was partly in 
'anticipation of these devel<:>pments in modem folkloristics that we-
said earlier that.we were willing to-throw out the concepts of 'folk' . 
an~ 'lore'. These concept~, whatever other faults they contain, 
are·associated with idealization of 'The Folk' and 'Their Lore', 
fixed texts representing a mystical collective consciousness. Not 
only does the new focus on events and performers remind us -about . 
the variability in the performance of a text and often the large rolt/ 
of the performer in controlling this, it has stimulated students of 
written literature to rethink thyir own definitions of 'the author' 
and 'the (written) text'. Neither of these have tbeindividualisin 
?r the fixity one might suppose. In a real life. situation a foreign 
mterpreter can read the text of a sign on the wall 'No e~pty cups' 
as the restaurant's motto meaning 'We ~efill your cup as many 
times as you want', while the author (restaurant owner) had 
intended something quite different: 'two people may not share 
a single serving'? .The folk genre of jokes often revolve around 
these sorts of re-written texts, re-written between one character 
and another, with humorous consequences. If in our new 
understandings written texts change over time (and accmding to 
context) in the (real) minds of the interpreters and if authors 
are products of their times, the definitions we have complacently 
attached to folk and fore have not a single dimension of 
distinctiveness. · 
So new terms have to be devised. An oral epic tradition does 
not mean the epic text alone, but the epic performance tradition: 
the text exactly as it is presented in oral form, whatever other media 
accompany it, and the whole of the context in which it is performed. 
Nor does a story-telling tradition mean the story itself, but the 
te;xt e~actly as it is presented in oral form .and the context in which 
it ·is_ performed. Each performance in a performance tradition is 
· a performance event. A teriii" such as performance configuration 
may be used to refer to a description (like a score) of the assemblage·· 
of the performers and the acts they _perform. Performance context· 
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may be used_ to refer to the physical, social and cultural setting 
of the event. A Performance tradition, to return to that definition, 
is then a concept like genre whic];i identifies .a given performance 
event as an instance of a particular kind. It is an abstract term, 
to be sure, but it shoul~ attempt to match a native abstraction, 
not one imposed from the outsipe. It is not a well-understood 
concept and is poorly research~d at present, but it seems to us 
to be one absolutely critical to performance theory. 
. Let us illustrate the distinctiveness of a perfotmance approach 
by taking the simple example of riddles. An ordinary study of 
riddles usually res~ts in the collection of a large number of riddles, 
each of which is presented along with its appropriate answer. 
Variants may be given, and the answer may have to be explained 
in terms of the culture. The relationship between the riddle and 
the answer often has to be interpreted with reference to culturally 
specific phenomena. In the presentation of a large collection, 
however, each ridcUe is isolated from the specific context in which 
it was collected. · - • · 
In a performance study of riddles only a small set of riddles 
would be needed tQ illustrate how riddling worked. Riddling would 
be studied in action, with specific riddling events examined in 
detail, from beginning to end. Let us outline .how such a ·study 
would proceed: · 
'i. · The.context would be described: Who _was present? Who 
participated in the riddling? What were their relationships? 
Ages? Sexes?·etc. What was the occasion? Where? When? 
We are not referring to a generalized context an idealized 
context or an imaginary context, but an actual co~text in which· 
riddling occurred. In order to continue the example we shall 
have to take some liberties with the proper method and imagine 
hypoth~tical situations. Let us repeat: this is not generally 
permissible in performance, studies. 
· . Riddling usually takes place, at least initially, in gatlterings 
where there are people of different ages. They are often 
members ofa family who have come along'with friends and 
relatives. The riddling begins between those persons who do· 
not see each other on a daily basis. They are often of a different , ! 
age group, with the person posing the riddle being generally. 
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older than those who are expected to answer. But this situation 
often changes quickly, with people of all ages joining in as 
riddlers and answerers. 
2. The interaction would be recorded. All of it. One might 
consider the riddler to be the performer. Those who are 
expected to answer might be identified as .the respondents. 
Although the riddle may be directed to some particular person 
or persons amongst. those present, another might actually give 
the answer. The analyst would then have to decide whether 
this constitutes an acceptable performance or a failed one. But 
the performance includes both the performer (the riddler) and 
the respondent and all others who are listening· (the audience). 
Again, in every riddling performance, the role of perforrqer 
- the riddler, the one who controls the performance - changes 
very quickly. Soon, the whole gathering is drawn in as 
respondents. A riddle performance does not tolerate a passive 
audience. And the roles of performer and respondent pass 
quickly from one person to another. After the initial riddle · 
has been posed, even children can become performers. It is one · 
occasion where younger people ~ control the verbal disco~. 
There are probably empirical limits to this;though. Riddling 
performances we have attended rarely last very long. They 
soon devolved into a series of failed performances for one 
reason or another. Needless to say, for the performance theorist 
these are as important as the successful ones. How a riddling 
performance ends is as important as how it begins or how it 
proceeds. 
3. The text consists of both the riddle and the responses. Note, 
we do not use the term answer. In a performance study of a 
riddling event we imagine one would find at least the following 
kinds of responses: 
(a) The 'right' answer (if there is such 3i thing!). 
(b) An indeterminable number of 'wrong' answers. 
(c) The response 'I give up, what is it?' Or 'I don't know.' 
(d) A rhetorical utterance (eg. answering with another riddle). 
The nature of the response then partly contro1s the 
performance. But given the empirically .evidenced limits 
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of the actua.l responses it seems there is. something else 
at work here, .namely, the riddle itself, which the performer 
controls from the beginning, If response (a) is given, or 
a close variant of (a), the performance is over. If (b) is 
given, then the riddler is still in control of the performance 
and hold,s the floor and the performance continues. For 
the performance theorist, response (b) is as·interesting as 
(a). It is usually a response of a certain kind: it is the result 
of too literal an interpretation of the riddle. But this is just 
what the riddler hoped for! This is a curious form of 
linguistic interaction, indeed. Giving up, or response (c), 
also ends the performance. That the riddler is usually 
reluctant to accept this type of answer too quickly, and 
urges the respondents to keep trying, means that he/she 
doesn't want the performance to end and 'has to relinquish 
the floor to someone else. 
Still, there is a temporal limit to these performances. 
At a certain point everyone accepts that they do not know, 
nor can they guess the correct answer and the riddler has 
to tell what it is. But by studying all the actual responses 
we can begin to see the nature of the performance. 
One possible way of delaying defeat in a riddling contest 
is to respond with: 
(e) a rhetorical utterance. 
This tactic would place the responsibility of answering 
a newly formulated riddle back on the questioner. This 
is very common in Indian riddling situations. If the initial 
riddler cannot answer the riddle of the respondent, but the 
respondent can answe( his, the performer is beaten at his 
own game. However, if he can answer the riddle thrown 
back at him and the·respondent still can't answer his own 
riddle, he is doubly victorious. This type of challenge 
emphasizes the competitive nature of riddles in India. They 
are clearly verbal games of skill. 
But answering a riddle with a riddle is also common 
in baul sangit, a mystical Bengali song genre which often 
has riddles embedded in particular songs. A song including 
a riddle is sung and the opponent responds with another 
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song containing either an exegesis of tberiddle, or another 
riddle which implies the answer to the first one. The 
motivating idea behind this sort of sung riddling_ session, 
which is usually performed at a Baul mela (a gathering 
of Baul performers), is that riddles of cosmogonic 
proportions are often unanswerable or infinitely 
expandable. The number of possibilities are thus 
inexhaustible. 1 
In America a fifth type of response has sprung up: 
(f) a super-literal response (e.g., what is black and white and 
red/read all over? A skunk with measles). 
This kind of response instantly destroys the riddle and · 
the riddling episode, turning the performance into a joke. 
This only indicates how delicate the riddling performance 
is! 
Going back to the context of the performance we can 
see that there is a competitive relationship between 
performer and respondents. It is a serious enough 
competition in that some of the participants might even 
prefer to destroy the performance by turning it into a joke 
rather than lose the competition. But an analysis of 
contemporary American riddles in a performance context 
would probably show that riddles as a genre are becoming 
closer to jokes than to verbal games. The element of 
humour is overshadowing the competitive element. Forms 
such as the 'light bulb' cycles ('How many Pollacks does 
it take to screw in a light bulb?' 'How many?' 'Five. One 
to hold the light bulb and four to · tum him.') only 
· superficially resemble riddles. Their rapid fire timing (the 
amount of time the riddler waits for an answer) clearly 
puts them in the category of jokes. They more closely 
resemble other forms of two-person jokes, such as the 
'Knock, knQCk- who's there?' type. Iri fact, competitive 
riddling is relatively rare in America today, and most forms 
have been replaced with competitive humor, as in the 
following, said with little time lapse between question and 
response: 'How do you know there is an elephant in your 
refrigerator?' 'I don't know. How?' 'When you can't close 
1 
,1 Performance and Performance Theories 165 
the door.' No longer does the performer expect the 
respondent to offer a. clever response (b), but readily 
accepts the respondents 'defeat' ( c). In fact the 
performance depends on it. . . . • . . . .. 
4. · Finally, we would need to consider the lmgu~st1c quah~~s oalf 
the text (texture, broadly speaking). In Enghsh ~ ,tradition 
riddle is in the. form of a question. This is not always the case 
in most Indian languag~s. In Indian languages it is normally 
in the form of a statement, andin some Indian languages, the 
term for .riddle (lcathe) SU:ggests a story. In Tulu fot example, 
the term is eduru kathe, or 'in-front-story'. The word eduru 
suggests contlng in front of someone as a challenge~ but it may 
also imply that the oppo0:ent must make up a story m response 
to the elements or themes proposed by the riddler. The elements 
the riddler proposes readily suggest a story, but they usually 
have at least two interpretations, one of which -the most 
obvious- is not only wrong, but often obscene. 
In some respects, the genre is nearly the same in _all 
languages. lt'is, like poetry, verbally fixed. Whether a questio~ 
or a statement the riddle is always a higbly fixed text; 1t 
depends on its ;xact wording. Little or_ no deviance is_ possible 
(you might have versions of the same nddle, but ?1e d1fferen~e 
could only be very small). And the 'correct response 1s 
normally equally fixed. The riddle purports to be a statement 
of fact ( or a question asking for information). But whether 
a question or a statement it is difficult for the respondent to 
think of a situation or a case in which the statement c<;>uld be 
true. It seems to have only false cases. The correct answer 
depends usually on a pun, semantic ambiguity. Fu~ermore, 
riddles are frequently very terse statements (or questions). And, 
as has been shown in several structuralist studies, they have 
very definite and consistent structures. 2 • • 
So a performance study of riddles is a study of nddles m 
action or riddling. It is not some imaginary setting, nor some 
idealized setting, but the actual recorded setting. The interest 
is in how riddles work. Let us make one more comment about 
context. Riddles are often found in texts. Th3:t is, their context 
is a text of a story, a folktale, a joke or a piece of literature. 
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Many Indian epics have them at definite places. The Oedipus 
legend has him conquering the Sphinx by solving a riddle it 
puts to passing travellers. The Telugu stories of Tinali 
Rarnalingadu often revolve around riddles. And so forth. This 
context and the live performance context are· very different. 
The riddle in a text is a frozen instance of it. It is usually used 
as. a device. to characterize the hero's curuning and skill not 
only witp weapo~, but also with words. It often draws - inter-
textually _: upon other aspects of the hero's character or his 
earlier adventures. In the textual 'context' the riddle is usually 
a metaphor for something else. Wh::1t that something eb;e may 
be must be determined by the analysis of that text. In a way, 
a riddle in a text is similar to the playing of a game in a story, 
e.g., dicing in the Mahabharata or cenne in the Tulu myths 
and tales (Claus 1986). There, a riddle is not a performance. 
The riddle as it is found in the ordinary collection of riddles 
is not a performance eitl1er, nor is it useful for performance 
study. It has already been isolated from its context. We can 
tell little about how it wor/cs, because we don't see it in action. 
. . ' 
A collection of riddles may be interesting or entertaining 
·literature, but it C!Ul tell us very little about this rich verbal 
art. We can only minimally investigate and expand our 
understanding of the nature of language and how it is cleverly 
and artfully used. 
One of the present authors (Claus) would like to take a 
moment to put 1he Folktales of India into perspective. It is 
a book which was out-of-date even before it was released. It 
was the last publication in the Folktales of the World series, 
and it should be received as the last in a grand old tradition. 
It is a type of work which should no longer be done in the 
name of folklore. I was reluctant at the time (around 1979) 
to take it up, and I am somewhat embarrassed by it now. It 
does, admittedly, have some usefulness, in the way we have 
used it here. But you can now see that it is useful only if one 
is satisfied with the sµ.idy of texts in isolation and through 
translation. How mutilated these translations are is hard to say. 
The job of translation is a difficult one to understand when 
it comes to folklore, where the text is inherently a performance 
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text. The folktale, amongst all the types of genre studied by 
folklorists, is the easiest to translate, because folktales exist 
all over the world and in the normal course of things pass 
constantly in and out of written literary traditions. In a 
translated collection of this sort they all come out looking the 
same, haying the same form. The specific language is 
American English, but the broader literary form is one shared 
with the Grimm's fairy tales, Perrault's folktales, the 
Decameron and many hundreds of others. If one doubts that, 
on_e only has to think how different the Indian literary genre 
is, with its emboxed tales-within-a-tale framing. This format, 
in fact, is rather more similar to the oral telling of tales in 
India, where an older woman is likely to tell one tale after 
another, linked to the previous one by some thematic thread. 
I have heard the Tulu tales as they were performed, and I have 
heard tape recordings of the performances of some of the 
others, and I can tell you that there is a great deal of difference. 
How significant that difference is I don't know. I can 
recommend this book to you only as a piece of literature and 
only if you enjoy the genre. It so happens that many people 
in America do. 
Let us summarize the main points of a performance approach 
to folklore. First of all, even though it incorporates a lot of 
structuralist methodology, it differs from structuralist studies 
in several fundamental ways: it does not look at the text in 
isolation from its context, and it does not deal with an idealized 
form of the text or context. It deals, in other words, with real 
world ~vents .. Secondly, it is interested in a broad picture of 
the performance: the total configuration. Thirdly, it 
incorporates the exacting demands of professional ethnography, 
as superbly exemplified by the functionalist anthropologist 
Bronislaw Malinowski. (It does not necessarily accept any 
particular functionalist dogma, however.) Fourthly, it focuses 
attention on the performer, for it is the performer who controls 
the construction of the performance, and we recognize that 
we are often dependent on his or her conscious methods of 
how a good performance is to be constructed. -Finally, we may 
list some of the components frequently-found in performance, 
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as long as it is understood that .such a list is not an exhaustive 
one, nor one which is in any sense required of a performance 
in order for it to be considered one. 
1. The Text, meaning by this, of course, not a written text, but 
the verbal one presented on a given occasion, a given 
performance event. This is not the 'traditional' text but the 
actual, tape recorded text. ' 
2. The Context, meaning thereby an extensive set of observations 
regarding all that is relevant of the social milieu in which the 
performance exists, the social relationships and identities of 
the major performers, and of all the participants and the 
audience. Context also includes relevant observations on the 
temporal and spatial setting. It incluc.!es a thorough investigation 
of ~e beliefs which affect the outcon;ie of the performance: 
Obviously a study of the context is open-ended: all one can 
really say here is, the more the better. , 
3. Recording and analysis of the score (a term used in orchestral 
and theatrical performance studies; a narrower term texture 
. . ' , 
1s sometimes used in linguistic studies) of all of the different 
media used in the configuration of a particular event. This 
includes not only analysis and characterization of each medium 
(such as the verbal text, the music, etc.) separately, but all 
of them as they interact. 
4. And finally, a study of a number of performance events in 
a given tradition with the goal of discovering the underlying 
form of the genre. This entails studying 'good', as well as 
'bad' performances, judged in part by their ability to attract 
an audience, or in some other way acquire the patronage needed 
to perpetuate the tradition. Each genre contains certain aesthetic 
and other criteria to which any particular event must to some 
extent adhere. If not, it is either a-failed perform~nce, or a 
performance of another sort. The notion of genre, necessary 
as it may be, is a poorly understood category. 
Genre Analysis and Performance 
Genre analysis - that is, the attempted categorizing and defining 
of a type, sort or kind of story, has had a long and somewhat 
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controversial history in the study of folklore and religion. Indeed, 
a phenomenological breakdown of religious symbols, actions, 
beliefs, and even experiences into set categories and types has 
pervaded certain approaches-to the study of religion. This, coupled 
with the folkloristic attempt to catalogue material into a seemingly 
distinct classificatory system, has always been of major concern. 
Yet the development over the years has not been very satisfactory 
to the keen observer, for our triodes of discrimination have not 
been rigorous, and our encyclopaedic attempts to define genre have 
suffered as a result. Our definitions of genres have been inadequate · · 
as taxonomic principles to guide us in the study of oral and literary · 
traditions. It seems that our haste in genre analysis has been 
precipitated by an academic lust for theory formation. Theories 
can only be constructed once we have adequate components to 
serve as building blocks. But if our components hint at ambiguities, 
then we must think twice before claiming that our theories and 
methods are sound. The ambiguous nature of genre is attested to 
by the simple observation made by Lauri Honko that there is no 
established international name for genre analysis. 3 
However critical it may be to any study of literature, whether 
oral or written, genre analysis has remained in the background 
of folkloristic concerns, forced into a shadowy, specialized comer 
of academe, as if all scholars are agreed on the complex issues 
involved in characterizing the generic nature of performance. We 
still ask ourselves 'What is a genre?' as Carl-Hennan Tillhagen 
did more than two decades ago.• Alan Dundes' suggestion that 
genre definition is only possible once form and structure have been 
isolated and analyzed is a valid starting point. 5 But as Honko has 
argued, " .. .it hardly seems right to consider genre analysis as 
merely the outcome of formalistic studies'' (Honko 1968:48). 
Dundes' mistake rests in the fact that he sees tradition as a unified 
whole. By doing so he overlooks the amoeba-like flux responsible 
for the dynamic quality of both the oral and written traditions. 
If we are to forge ahead with our study of genre we must agree 
with Honko that oral tradition is not a uniform mass. But having 
said this, our task has just begun. We need to refine our reified 
definition of genre in a tentative yet distinct way, for no genre 
system will ever be definitive. Attempts of this sort ·have been made 
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in the past, but the inherent fallacy in virtually all these endeavoµrs 
has been the presupposition that an ideal type does empirically 
exist. A 'pure genre' can only be ineffable and ethereal, or at best, 
incipient. A genre, no matter how well-defined, cannot be unive~ 
due to the incredible cultural variatio~ that we are confronted with 
in any given region of the world. If we understand an ideal type 
as not a description of reality, but as an expedient for understanding 
reality better, we may accept the fact that genre is impossible to 
define in such a way as to be useful in all contexts. In his essay 
titled 'Analytic Categories and Ethnic Genres', Dan Ben-Amos 
has summarized the problem :well (Ben-Amos 1976:216): 
. . . in our zeal for. scientific methodology, we abandoned cultural 
reality and strove to formulate theoretical analytical systems. V:e 
attempted to construct logical concepts which would have potential 
cross-cultural applications and to design tools which would serve 
as the basis for scholarly discourse, providing it with defined terms 
of reference and ana,lysis. In the process, however, we transformed 
traditional genres from cultural categories of communication into 
scientific concepts. We approached them as if they were not 
dependent upon cultural expression and perception but autonomous 
entities which consisted of exclusive inherent qualities of their own; 
as if they were not relative divisions in a totality of oral tradition 
but absolute forms. In other words, we attempted to change folk.-
taxonomic systems which are culturally bound and vary according 
to the speakers' cognitive systems into culture-free, analytical, 
unified, and objective models of folk literature. 
If we are to make any progress in this area "':e need to begin 
by seeing things from the point of view of those whom we are 
studying. Malinowski's insistence that we must listen to the natives 
hints at the appropriate direction we should take in order to reveal 
'native categories.' As Honko (1968:57-59) has pointed out, 
however, Malinowski's exhaustive classification of libwogwo type 
stories, transcends the indigenous nomenclature that he wishes to 
describe by shifting from native terminology to a western, 
anthropological nominal system before adequately. dealing with 
the ethnic categories themselves. Other functionalists, following 
Malinowski, have erred in a similar way. An exception to this 
is Gary Gossen's 1971 article, 'Chamula Genres of Verbal 
Behavior'. Gossen begins by stating that context-conscious 
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interpretations which focus on native taxonomies have intrinsic 
descriptive value. Yet he realistically goes on to say that they 
''cannot stand alone as ends in themselves for the purpose of 
analysis'' ( 1971.145). On this point, Gossen is correct in seeing 
that an insistence on the absoluteness of a given society's own 
categories would only leave us in the limbQ of cultural relativism 
by limiting analytic dialogue to a small group of specialists who 
deal with the culture in question. 6 Such a claim would be, as James 
Downs has suggested, '' ... like saying that no language can ever 
be translated into another. " 7 Gossen's suggestion that we should 
approach different traditions with different categorical systems is 
useful, and should be a consideration for any future inquiry. 
Having accepted this, we should continue by seeking ethnic 
systems of genres as 'grammars of folklore,' to use a phrase coined 
by Ben-Amos. These grammars convey complex messages within 
given cultural contexts at specific times and specific places. Thus, 
any communicative event must be conceived of as a self-contained 
system which adheres to certain culturally defined rules pertaining 
to emotive/experiential, creative, and social aspects of relationships 
between performer and audience if the event is oral, or between 
text and reader if it is literary. Two excellent examples of studies 
on how genres are delimited by social, emotional and native 
conceptual criteria in India may be found in Ramanujan (1986) 
and Claus (in press). 
A genre distinction must also be characterized by the internal 
relationships of a given narrative. 8 A narrative may be used in 
different ways at different times. This is true of the Tulupaddana 
tradition. The narrative contents of a paddana can be performed 
as a long epic-like poem in one context, a short, prose narrative 
in another, or a ballad in yet another (Claus 1989). The internal 
relationships of a narrative's elements may also change depending 
on the emphasis placed upon certain aspects of the story by the 
teller. Relational emphases would, as a result, engage the audience 
in different ways by evoking context-dependent behavioural 
responses. Noting spatial and temporal variables as well as the 
emphasis placed on certain aspects of a narrative would aid us 
in realizing that a story told ten times in ten different places may 
express ten different elements of the narrative. Such shifts in 
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emphasis would consequentially cause an accompanying genre 
shift. That is, a story which is suggestive of a creation type but 
utilizes explanatory elements need not always be classified as a 
creation type, This example is purely hypothetical and relies on 
oral perforinance, but it could be extended to text if we have the 
appropriate ethnographic detail of the performative dimensions of 
a given event. Unfortunately, many of the narratives collected by 
anthropologists in the past are devoid of these crucial elements, 
and we are left with many stories isolated from their cultural 
contexts. Future fieldworkers need to be aware of these critical 
elements while gathering and recording data. A perceptual 
awareness of the performative dimensions of narratives would not 
only provide us with more accurate data, but would also enable 
us to interpret the various usages of stories in context in a more 
meaningful way. 
If we are to come to a better understanding of genre we must 
put aside our a priori definitions in favour of a posteriori ones. 
Before defining a certain genre in academic terms we must first 
consider ethnic categories. Then we need to analyze a given text 
in order to discern how the formal relationships within the structure 
of the narrative change according to the kinds of responses that 
are evoked from the audience. Only after we have completed such 
an assessment can we tentatively label a narrative according to 
common terms used in academe. By doing so, we could allow for 
genre shift by seeing a number of terms as being applicable to 
one story, depending on the variables that may have an effect on 
the indigenous term. If a given society defines its genres by any 
number or combination of terms, then we, as students of that 
culture, must be sensitive to these issues by attempting to explain 
the meaning of those native terms. Only after we have carefully 
described how the culture defines its own genres can we begin 
to find suitable terms in our own language to aptly match, or at 
least parallel, the indigenous ones. 9 
Language, Linguistics .and Performance 
In the last chapter we saw that texts were closely linked to 
contexts. In performance studies it is not sufficient to simply note 
that fact and go on to centre our analysis on the text alone. The 
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center of focus for the analysis must be the performance. The 
ethnography of context cannot be added after the fact. In the words 
of Richard Bauman (1977:8): 
It is possible ... to move from artistic texts, identified in formal 
or other terms, to performance by simply looking at how such texts 
are rendered in action terms. But that is to proceed b~ck"'.ard~, 
by approaching phenomena whose primary social reality he~. m 
their nature as oral communication in terms of the abstracted textual 
products of the. communication .process. . . . 
When we move backward like this, we are not hkely to real1~~ 
the fundamental difference between the text performed an~. an 
idealized text. We are apt to jump too quickly, and witho?~ realizmg 
it ~from the analysis of an event to the analysis of a trad1t1on, fr?m 
a ~erformance to a genre and from a description of how somethmg 
works to a description of what it is. One may _want to s_tudy all 
these things, but it is essential to keep the ep1stemolog1cal and 
analytic levels distinct. . 
The paradox we mentioned earlier, that ethnography sacr~fices 
comparability and inter-cultural comparison (ethnology~ sacr~fices 
the meaning of the facts and their meaningful relationship to 
one another is relevant here. We seem only to be able to neatly 
isolate idealized forms of things; once we are interested in how 
things act in different contexts we lose sight of how to make 
generalizations about them and proceed to develop scientific laws 
to predict their usage. But when we are not e:en clear as to w_hen 
we are using specific texts and when we are usmg more generalized 
forms, we only confuse the issues and decei~e ourselves. 
Linguistics has faced a similar problem durmg the last decade. 
The goals of generative linguistics are similar to. the _goals of 
structural analysis in folklore. _For many reasons lmgu~sts have 
been able to specify their methodology and test theones more 
carefully and to make adjustments as necessary. In fact, most of 
their voluminous literature during the 1960s and 70s has been 
devoted to these activities. But even in linguistics, one ultimately 
faces the same dilemma: sentences do not exist in isolation; once 
we consider the relation of a sentence to context (either to other 
sentences or to the people who utter it), we lose the ability to 
generalize and to make rules to predict occurrence. The problem 
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arises, as it does in folklore, when we move from idealized forms 
to naturally occurring events. Unfortunately, that move is ultimately 
necessary. 
Theories for the study of language in context come partly from 
outside linguistics, particularly from a branch of philosophy called 
the philosophy of language. Developments that have been taking 
place in this area of philosophy should be of interest to the 
folklorist. These developments are associated primarily with the 
names of J. L. Austin and H. P. Grice. The theories of these two 
philosophers stem from quite different concerns, and have 
developed into two rather different paradigms. We will summarize 
each one separately, but both have similar goals, perhaps best 
summed up in the words of I.A. Richards (1932:28): 
· ... go beyond the mere elucidation of the passage at hand; aini 
indeed at nothing short of a generalized technique by which all 
meanings of all kinds on all necessary occasions can be 
. systematically displayed. 
Austin is concerned with utterances which appear to be 
statements of fact with truth value, yet in reality it makes no sense 
to question their truth in ordinary terms. The types of sentences 
he is talking about are ones like the Engli~h 'I do thee wed.' said 
during a wedding ceremony; or 'I name this airship Vikramaditya' 
said during a naming ceremony; or, 'You're out!' said during a 
game of American baseball. The aim of such utterances is not to 
describe what is being done, but to do it. The utterance 
accomplishes the fact. As such it cannot sensibly be evaluated as 
true or false. Instead, we evaluate it as to whetl)er or not it 
successfully accomplishes the fact. Austin calls such statements 
performatives. They do things, and hence the title of his major 
book on the subject, How To Do Things With Words. 10 
Whether a performative is successful or not depends in part on 
the context in which it is uttered. The utterance 'I do' only 
successfully accomplishes the marriage of two people if it is said 
in the context of (among other things) a justice of the peace or 
a priest, after due preliminary ceremony and if the two peo~le 
are of the opposite sex, not already married, etc. - all heavily 
involved with the customs and traditions of a particular society. 
Furthermore, the words uttered may be 'hollow', not uttered with 
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good intention, (i.e., with the intention that they should be or will 
be accomplished) as when two people professing marriage never 
fulfill the expectations of married people. So intention (sincerity) 
is a part of what is a performative, as is context. 
Once we have the idea that statements (and other kinds of actions) 
can accomplish something in an existential sense, we begin to see 
that there are many, many utterances which 'do' things. And a 
number of ways in which they may fail to do what they were 
perhaps intended to do. Statements such as 'I congratulate you,' 
'I advise (warn, etc.) you .. .' 'I promise you ... .' 'I authorize you .. .' 
accomplish what they accomplish if they are said with a serious 
intention, which can only be understood when we look at-the total 
'speech act.' As a type of sentence, a performative is difficult to 
distinguish (from constatives) on the basis of traditional grammars. 
So, Austin looks at speech as 'locutionary acts', but, further, in 
performing a locutionary act, we are also performing an 
'illocutionary act', that is, performing it with some intention that 
it be understood in a particular way. When we say something we 
say it in a certain sense, we hope it to be taken in a certain way, 
we hope that it has the force of what we mean by saying it. When 
we speak, it is the performance of an act in saying something (an 
illocutionary · act) as well as an act of saying something (a 
locutionary act). Different speech-acts have different functions. 
What is achieved by the speech act is a perlocutionary act. 
In short, then, because of certain speech-acts called performatives, 
we must have a general theory of language which takes into 
consideration a distinction between a) the locutionary act (and 
within it the phonetic, the phatic and the rhetic) which has a 
meaning, b) the illocutionary act which has a certain force, and 
c) the perlocutionary act which is the particular effect that a 
statement achieved. This would appear to be a theory of language 
eminently suitable for performance theory in folklore. Folk 
performers do things with texts in certain contexts. These are not 
merely locutionary acts but illocutionary acts, with illocutionary 
force and perlocutionary results. It is not simply that they are found 
in a particular context, they depend on these contexts. Outside of 
these contexts it is not that they just lose meaning, it is also that 
they lose purpose and force. 
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Speech-act analysis encounters many of the same problems as 
performance analysis does in folkloristics. Speech act theory, for 
example, often gets absorbed in questions of typology, genres of 
speech ~c~s, and sometimes loses sight of its more general goal 
of descnbmg human communication and interaction. The results 
of speech-act analysis are sometimes little more than lists of types 
of speech-acts labelled with highly technical terminology. Let us 
~rn to the work of H.P. Grice, who has taken speech analysis 
m a somewhat different direction . 
. In the broadest sense Grice's work (we use here mainly two of 
his p~pers, 'Logic. and Conversation' [1975] and 'Utterer's 
Meamng and Intentions' [1969]) is aimed at trying to discover 
what a speaker means by what he says. His approach is to ask 
what must occur in a given situation if the particular utterance in 
~uestio_n is to be judged as meaningful, and as meaning something 
m particular. After a careful teasing apart of different levels at 
which we may understand this proposition, Grice concludes that 
~n uj:terance produced by a speaker has a meaning if the speaker 
mtends to produce an effect in the listener and intends the listener 
to recognize this intention and produce the desired effect on the 
basis of that recognition. In other, highly simplistic terms, we know 
there is a meaning in a person's utterance if someone else acts 
upo~ it and the original person accepts that action as a response 
to his utterance. Meaning is evidenced in a cause and effect and 
a rec?gnit~o~ on ?oth sides that the effect was caused by meaning. 
. ~nee d1stmgmshes at least two types of meaning: first, there 
1s duect, or natural meaning, as in the utterance 'Please close the 
door' - the speaker merely intends that he wishes the door to 
be ~losed. ~hen there is non-natural meaning (hereafter meaning-n) 
which re~mres the listener to infer what is meant, that is, to see 
that there 1s a message in the utterance beyond the natural meaning. 
If, for example, I said 'Please close the door' and there are no 
· physic~!, c~i°:atic reasons (i.e., it is not drafty, there are no 
mosqm~os, _it 1s ~ot cold) the listener may infer that I wish to say 
somethmg m pn~ate to him. If the person responds by closing 
the door and waits expectantly for my next utterance, I could 
a~sume he got my meaning - meaning-n. Or, if that inference 
did not fit the social situation (i.e., inappropriate for the relationship 
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I have with the listener) nor the physical situation (i.e., the door 
is across a larg,e room from where we both sit), the listener might 
be momentarily puzzled about my request and ask 'Why?' or ask 
about my health (searching for the meaning of the request) or might 
say 'Close it yourself.' or infer that I simply wanted him to move 
away from me for a moment (which would depend on my ability 
to command that person). All of these, too, are evidence that the. 
utterance has a meaning-n. But, there is also the possibility that 
the person mayjust do as requested, puzzled, without understanding 
why ·1 should ask him to. In that case, if there is a meaning-n, 
no one but the speaker knows what it is: in essence it doesn't exist. 
Meaning-n, then, is dependent on a fundamentally interactional 
approach to language, language as communication, speech, not 
simply as sentences in isolation. An understanding of language 
requires an understanding of language in context. Most importantly 
· this means that in order for a speaker to intend something he has 
to rely on a listener to expect something and the utterance must 
occur in appropriate circumstances. These features are a part of 
all our ordinary conversations, all sorts of communicative acts, 
even non-linguistic and para-linguistic ones; for, indeed, all of 
them contain not only meaning but meaning-n, implications. And 
even what we have distinguished as meaning and meaning-n only· 
differ in the degree they rely on conventionalized implications 
(implicatures). In ordinary conversation the implications of our 
utterances develop in the course of the conversation, guided by what 
Grice calls the 'cooperative principle'. He explains (Grice 1975:47): 
Our talk exchanges do not normally consist o( a succession of 
disconnected remarks, and would not be rational if they did. They 
are characteristically, to some degree at least, cooperative efforts; 
and each participant recognizes in them to some extent, a common 
.purpose, or set of purposes, or at least a mutually accepted 
direction. This purpose or direction may be fixed from the start 
(eg. by an initial proposal of a question for discussion), or it may 
evolve during the exchange; it may be fairly definite, or it may 
be so indefinite as to leave very considerable latitude to the 
participants (as in a casual conversation). But at each stage, some 
possible' conversational moves would be excluded as 
conversationally unsuitable. We might then formulate a rough 
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general principle which participants will be expected to observe, 
namely: Make your conversational contribution such as is required, 
at the stage at which it occurs, by the accepted purpose or direction 
of the talk exchange in which you are engaged. One might label 
this the Cooperative Principle. 
From this principle are developed maxims, such as: 'Make your 
contribution.only as informative as required', 'Try to make it true.' 
'Be polite.' And so forth. First we had Austin tell us how to do 
things with words, now we have Grice tell us how to be good 
conversationalists! But again, the point is not to tell us what to 
do, but to enquire into what we already do. In our conversations, 
in relation to these expectations, our utterances have implications: 
conversational implicatures. Our adherences and deviations frcm 
what is expected yield our meanings. 
We have had to-reduce our discussion of both these philosophers 
of language to an uncomfortable minimum, but you may be able 
to see that these are attempts to understand language in use, to 
look at units of speech larger than sentences, natural speech rather 
than idealized speech, and, finally, to view language in a 
communicative, that is social, context from the very start, not as 
an afterthought. 
And these are not the only people to have worked in this area. 
There is the work of the late Erving Goffman ( especially Forms 
of Talk), a sociologist; Dell Hymes, an anthropological linguist 
( originator of the 'ethnography of speaking' school within that field) 
whose work we shall discuss bel~w; and earlier students of social 
linguistics (Gumperz, Labov and others) and the discipline which 
is now variously called discourse analysis or text linguistics. 
Developments in these areas cross-fertilize to such an extent, and 
the areas of common interest are so very large, that it becomes 
difficult (and somewhat pointless) to try to distinguish separate 
theories and methods. There is a certain degree of acceptance of 
the various levels of textuality that need to be attended to in any 
study of texts or communicative events. We shall conclude this 
section of the chapter with a brief listing of these levels ( after de 
Beaugrande and Dressler 1981). 
1. Cohesion: the ways in which the compon~nts of the surface 
text are connected within a sequence. This is closest to what 
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standard linguistics has studied under syntax. 
2. Coherence: the ways the concepts and relations which underlie 
the surface text are mutually accessible and relevant. Concepts, 
here, are cognitive units and relations are links between 
objects. Concepts may be of a variety of sorts (object,. action, 
etc.) and relations are descriptive of how they are linked 
(causally, temporally, etc.) 
3. Intentionality: the ways the producer (performer) intends the 
text to be received, understood and acted upon. 
4. Acceptability: the ways the text is received as relevant and 
responsive to such factors as text type, social and cultural 
settings and the compatibility of the goals of the producer and 
the receiver. 
5. Infom1ativity: the ways a text is effective with regard to factors 
such as expected-unexpected, known-unknown, etc. 
6. Situationality: the ways a text is received with regard to varying 
situational contexts. 
7. Intertextuality: the ways in which texts (whether as types or 
representatives or as components of them) influence one 
another. Texts of a type generally have greater influence on 
one another, and some text types might even be viewed as 
constantly drawing heavily upon a common stock of shared 
components rather than matually influencing one another.11 
The Ethnography of Speaking 
Aside from the important area of material culture studies in 
folklife, an aspect of our discipline which we have admittedly not 
covered in this volume, folklorists have always been interested 
in oral tradition or 'verbal art'. Yet their studies oflanguage have 
been as a vehicle of the lore, rather than as an emergent process 
embedded in creative language itself. Ordinary language 
philosophers have contributed greatly to our awareness of language 
as performance. But another school of thought which sought to 
place language in a sociocultural context through ethnographic 
investigation, has also played a tremendous role in the t~1rmation 
of contemporary performance theory. This method, appropriately 
titled the 'ethnography of speaking', was pioneered by Dell Hymes, 
an anthropological linguist who has also been a key figure in 
folklore studies. In an early programmatic article titled 'The 
Ethnography of Speaking' (1962), Hymes set out to draw attention 
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to the social use of language by discussing the-basic methods that 
a sociolinguistic approach to speech should entail. 12 
At the time that Hymes wrote the article, sociolinguistics was 
in its infancy. ·Hymes noted in his conclusion that '' ... either speaking 
is taken for granted, or used as a means to other ends, or only 
special kinds of speaking (or writing) are valued and considered. 
Of speaking as an activity among other activities, of the analysis 
of its patterns and functions in their own right, there is little. There 
are bits of data and anecdotes, and a variety of conceptual schemes 
which impinge, but there are no well focussed field studies or 
systematic theories. The angle of vision has not been such as to 
bring speaking into focus'' (1962:45). This situation has changed 
greatly in the past two decades. So great has the influence of 
sociolinguistics been on folkloristics, that it led Roger Abrahams 
to conclude that 'the reason no one talks about the ethnography 
of speaking anymore is because everyone is doing it! ' 13 But this 
was not the case in 1962. 
AII}Ong a number of other underdeveloped areas in the 
anthropological study of speech, Hymes noted that a 'truly 
comparative study of verbal art' did not exist. He coined the 
term 'ethnography of speaking' to label an approach which 
would fill the void between linguistic grammars and descriptive 
ethnographies. In short, he envisioned the ethnography of speaking 
as an approach '' ... concerned with the situations and uses, the 
patterns and functions of speaking as an activity in its own right'' 
(Hymes 1962: 16). Speech habits vary greatly, and influence 
non-verbal forms of behaviour. It is therefore necessary to study 
language use cross-culturally. to _get at the differences between 
languages, rather than simply at similarities: "While it is important 
to know the ways in which the functions of speaking are the same 
in every group and for every personality, our concern here is with 
the ways in which they differ" (1962:29). 
Hymes was aware that witli so much diversity an adequate 
method for ordering data was essential. Somewhat like Levi-
Strauss his answer was a -brand of linguistic structuralism, an 
' . .. -
analysis that would investigate " ... the economies of the rules of 
a garmmar in relation to a series of analyses of texts'' (1962: 17). 14 
Uiilike Levi-Strauss, however, ~ymes saw the need to place 
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language in an appropriate cultural and behavioural setting. ~his 
would also allow for a way of dealing with the problem of multJ.ple 
meanings. As he wrote (196~:19): 
For understanding and predicting behavior, context~ have a 
cognitive significance that can be summarized in this way. The 
use of a linguistic form identifies a range of meanings. A context 
can support a range of meanings. When a form is used in a context, 
it elin;iinates the meanings possible to that context other than those 
· that form can signal; the context eliminates from consideration the 
meanings possible to the form other than those that context can 
support. The effective meaning depends upon the interaction of 
the two. 
The ethnographic portion of Hymes' method focuses on the 
'speech economy of a group'. He saw three elements of speech 
economy which are central to ethnographic description: 1) speech 
events, 2) constituent factors of speech events, and 3) the functions 
of speech (1962:24). Having once isolated a specific speech event, 
the ethnographer of speaking must look at the etic components 
or factors that constitute the speech event. Hymes listed seven: 
~) a· Sender (Addresser); 2) a Receiver (Addressee); 3) a Message 
Form; 4) a Channel; 5) a Code; 6) a: Topic; _and 7) Setting (Scene, 
Situation). Concerning functions, Hymes presented only a cursory 
group which could be subject to change and adaptability to local 
speech events. Again, he pointed to seven broad functions which 
roughly correspond '"'.ith the speech factors: 1) Expressive 
(Emotive); 2), Directive (Conative, Pragmatic, Rhetorical, 
Persuasive); 3) Poetic; 4) Contact; 5) Metalinguistic; 6) Referential; 
7) Contextual (Situational). Although Hymes felt that each function 
corresponds to a factor, he was quick to point out that the 
'' ... defining characteristic of some speech events may_be a balance, 
1harmonious or conflicting, between more than one function ... .it 
would be a great mistake to analyze an actual situation.as if each 
type of factor simply determined a single type of function" 
(1962:35). 
Hymes concluded this important article by relinking language 
and culture, suggesting that they should be placed 'side by side' 
in an attempt to discern similarities as well as differences. The 
aim is to see whether or not a method applies to both. If not, we 
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might need to 'redefine or subdivide the prQblem'. He ended his 
conclusion by highlighting the main assum~tions of his method: 
''1) the speech of a group-constitutes a sy$tem; 2) speech and 
language vary cross-culturally in function; 3) tlle speech.activity 
of a community is the primary object of attention. A descriptive 
grammar deals with this speech activity in one frame of reference, 
and ethnography of speaking in another" (1962:47). 
In a later ground-breaking article titled 'Breakthrough into 
Performance', first published in 1975, Hymes deals directly with 
the notion of performance's relationship to folklore by analyzing 
three Chinookan narratives; 15 He -points out that performance 
studies are important to a theory of folklore as communication. 
According to him, this is a notion that ".: .focuses attention on social 
interaction and the kinds of communicative competence that enter 
into interaction" (1981:79). 
This article, perhaps more than any other, stimulated folklorists 
to develop a distinctive methodology.-that could contribute to the 
study of communicative events. His focus in this article is twofold: 
'' ... the performance as situated in a context, the performance as 
emergent, as unfolding or arising within that context. The concern 
is with performance, not as something mechanical or inferior, as 
in some linguistic discussion (i.e., Chomsky], but with 
performance as something creative, realized, achieved, even 
transcendent of the ordinary course of events" (1981: 81). 16 
Hymes dismisses the notion 'performance constraints in terms of 
eliminating inadequacies'. He would rather, and. correctly, see them 
as'' ... a mode of existence and realization that is partly constitutive 
-of what the tradition is. The tradition itself partly, exists for the 
sake of performance; performance is itself partly an end" (1981:86). 
In his conclusion, Hymes raises an issue which has been discussed 
in folkloristic circles ever since: re~ponsibility. He states: "The 
central theme of this paper has been the distinction between 
knowledge what and knowledge how, or, more fully, between 
assumption of responsibility for knowledge of tradition and 
assumption of responsibility for performance .... knowledge of 
performance and knowledge of tradition are initerdependent, in the 
sense that the nature of performance affects what is known, for 
the persons in a community as well as for the outside inquirer into 
:j 
l 
l 
' 
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'tradition" (1981: 132-133) .. 
Hymes' work surely is a 'breakthrough',' and few performance-
centred folklorists are not familiar with his work. His acute 
se~siti_vity to language has enabled him to bridge the gap that was 
widemng between folklore, linguistics and anthropology. 17 Even 
those of us who are not trained linguists can gain valuable 
methodological insights from his research. It is our 'responsibility' 
. to understand the multidimensional concerns of sociolinguistics, 
not merely because everyone is 'doing it', but because it adds to 
our overall understanding of folklore in action. · 
i:et us n~w turn to one more major theorist who has shaped and 
designed ideas concerning performance. Richard Bauman' s 
numerous writings have contributed tremendously to contemporary 
folkloristics, and in a recent review article summ~rizing the state 
of performance studies in folkloristics, Jose E. Limon and Mary 
Jane Young pay much attention to his work. 18 In an important 
article written in 1975 and titled 'Verbal Art as Performance' 
Bauman addressed a number of issues directly related to the stud; 
of folklore performances. Inspired by the writings of Roman 
Jakobson, Dell Hymes and others, Bauman takes up many of the 
same issues raised by Hymes which we have just discussed. Like 
Hymes' ethnography of speaking, Bauman envisions folkloristics 
as a multidisciplinary venture focusing on performance events. 
He sees folklore as being conveyed in " ... a dual sense of artistic 
action - the doing of folklore - and artistic event __::_ the-
performance situation, involving performer, art form, audience, 
and setting ... '' (Bauman 1975:290). Bauman accepts the notion of 
folklore as communication, but suggests that William Bascom's 
term 'verbal art' or 'oral literature' should be used to replace the 
~roblematic term 'folklore'. In this article Bauman expands 
issues already discussed by Hymes: responsibility, competence 
and emergence. · 
~performance, as a special kind of phenomenon situated in human 
communicati~e events, entails a special status for the perf~rmer, 
one that requues that he be qualified for his role. In Bauman' s 
words (1975:293): 
_ Fundamentally, performance as a mode of spoken verbal · 
communication consists in the assumption of responsibility to an 
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audience for a display of communicative competence. This 
competence rests on the knowledge and ability to speak in socially 
appropriate ways. Performance involves on the part of the 
performer an assumption of accountability to an audience for the 
way in which communication is carried out, above and beyond its 
referential content. From the _point of view of the audience, the 
act of expression on the part of the performer is thus marked as 
subject to evaluation for the way it is done, for the relative skill 
and effecti~~~_ess of the performer's displ~).' __ of competence. 
Taking this fundamental issue as a starting point, Bauman attempts 
to put performance in its proper place in the study of language 
and behaviour. Because performance gives priority to process over 
text, it must be limited somehow; otherwise, all_ communication 
becomes performance. Bauman thus states that '' ... performance 
becomes constitutive of the domain of verbal art as spoken 
communication" (1975:293). But not all of those preconceived 
genres that we normally consider to be 'verbal art' are, in fact, 
considered to be so from specific native points of view. Drawing 
on the work of Michelle Rosaldo among the Ilongot of the 
Philippines, Bauman points out that the telling of tales is classified 
as 'straight speech' by them. In Ilongot society, then, tale-telling 
is not a type of performance because it is not perceived by them 
to be any special form of verbal art. But this does not mean that 
Ilongot tale-telling is not worthy of study. He only wishes us to 
be sensitive to indigenous criteria for performance. As he states 
(1975:294): 
One of the principle questions one must ask in the ethnography 
of performance is what range of speech activity is regarded as 
susceptible to performance and what range is conventionally 
performed, that is, conventionally expected by members of the 
communit)' t~ be rendered in the performance lllod_e..: 
What Bauman means is that from a culture-specific view of 
performance (as his is) one cannot always assume that conventional 
folkloric genres such as myths, tales and riddles are indigenous 
forms of performance. This is an impo~nt point if we are to 
attempt to define indigenous ·perceptions and 'classifications of types 
of speech behavior. Bauman would like us to always ask ourselves 
which genres are locally associated with performance traditions. 
-------------------~~····· 
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Once we identify· which genres are given precedence in this 
medium, we should further explore the event itself by focusing 
our attention on the structure (setting, act sequence, rules, roles, 
etc.) of performance,-and how audience and performer interact. 
Finally, Bauman suggests that we should view performance as 
emergent. That the study of the uniqueness of each ~erformance 
is a necessary prerequisite of inquiry was already pomted out by 
Robert Georges in 1969. Georges provided three points concerning 
the uniqueness of each performative event: '' A. Every storytell!11g 
event occurs only once in time and space. B. Every storytellmg 
event occurs only once with a particular set of social 
interrelationships. C. Every storytelling event generates its own 
unique systems of social and psychological forces, which exert 
pressure on the social environment and upon those. whose 
interactions create that social environment.'' (Georges 1969:319). 
Bauman takes this on:e step further by stating that ''The eme~gent 
quality of performance resides in the interplay between 
communicative resources, individual COfl!petence, and the -~oals 
of the participants, within the context of particular situations" 
(1975:302). 
The overall message that Bauman delivers in this article is that 
folklorists must free themselves from simply studying vestiges of 
the past. We must be interested in studying the ~xistential p~es~nt. 
Folklore is not dying, it is merely changmg, and v1ewmg 
performance as emergent enables us to l90k at contemporary pr~is 
in light of its relationship with the historical past. The future aim 
of those interested in 'folklore' in its living contexts is to study 
. current forms of creative and artistic action as a vital aspect of 
mankind's complete cultural experience. Whether or not folklorists 
have lived up to the expectations of the performance paradigm 
remains to be seen, and is still a hotly debated issue, but it does 
allow us a more adequate entree into the verbal dimension of 
people's lives. 19 
Conclusion . . . 
The various theories and studies which have arisen out of this riew 
'mterdisciplinary discipline' have incorporated and subsumed 
various levels and areas of study in different ways, but all them 
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seem to sense the breadth and depth of what is necessary to take 
into account. They have immediate and obvious relevance to all 
kinds of folk performances. Indeed, folklorists, as we have seen, 
have already incorporated most of these dimensions into recent 
performance studies, and have even pioneered the way for other 
fields in some areas. Folkloristics is no longer seen as a 'weak 
sister' discipline in relation to others, but as a pioneer in many 
regions of common interest to linguistics, literature, history, and 
anthropology and psychology. 
NOTES 
I. We are indebted to Carol Salomon for bringing the Baul example to our 
attention, and to David D. Shulman for q1ising the issue of a riddle s 
expansiveness and inexaustiveness. This rhetorical tradition seems to be 
more common in riddling situations ofa religious nature. See also Salomon 
in press. 
2. Georges and Dundes 1963. 
3. See, Honko 1968. For example, the English genre analysis, the German 
Gattungarialyse, and the Finnish perinnelajianalyysi all hint at similar 
concerns but are suggestive of different methods and types. The issue 
becomes even more complicated when we consider South Asian designations 
such as the Urdu synJ, or the Hindi term prakar. 
4. Tillhagen 1964. 
5. Dundes 1965. 
6. Cultural relativists first and foremost challenged the idea of abstract and 
unchanging norms of good and evil. Relativism puts aside value judgments 
and ethical viewpoints in order to judge the way people act in the context 
of a specific action. Cultural relativism itself did not begin as an argument 
against universalism, but rather against ethnocentric bias and ethical 
evaluation. If we trace the development of cultural relativism we notice that 
it gradually caught on to a point of fanaticism by insisting that nothing could 
ever be explained except in terms of its own cultural milieu. This initial 
fanaticism has fortunately subsided and the idea of cultural relativity is a 
good consideration for social scientific analysis. Essentially it puts human 
behaviour in a context suitable for investigation. 
7. Downs 1971 :21. Certainly we lose much in the translation, but some aspects 
of what is being communicated do manage to be conveyed to the reader. 
8. In this regard, for Indian genres, the work of Brenda Beck (1982, 1986 
and 1989) has been very provocative. See also A. K. Ramanujan (1986) 
and Peter J. Claus (in press). 
9. Much of the above argument has been stimulated by the lucid writil)g of 
Dan Ben-Amos on this subject, especially Ben-Amos (1976). See also Vilmos 
Voigt and Lauri Honko (eds.) 1980. 
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-ttr. Austin 1962. 
I 1. See also Max Black 1973. 
12. Hymes 1962. Hymes dedicates this article to Roman Jakobson. Like Levi-
Strauss, Hymes has been greatly influenced by Jakobson's keen insights 
into the use of language in its multitude of forms. 
13. Personal communication 1985. 
14. He further stated that ' ... structural analysis has a scientific ·and moral • 
commitment to the inducti-ve discovery of units, • ... and patternings that are 
valid in .terms of the system itself (1962:22). Elsewhere, in the article 
discussed below, Hymes states that structural analysis must be emic to the 
\ culture being studied ' ... the validity of structural analysis radically depends 
on interpretation of the praxis of those whose structure ii is, and on seff-
. awareness of the praxis of those w,ho comprehend that structure' (Hymes· 
1981:134). 
15. First published in Ben-Amos and Goldstein, eds. 1975. Reprinted in Hymes 
1981. All citations are quoted from the latter. 
16. Hymes balances the notion of emergence in perforinance by tackling its 
repeatability also. For a more recent discussion of emergence in 
performance, see Schieffelin 1985. 
17. See also Hymes 1974. ' 
18. Limon and Young 1968. 
19. Limon and Young (1986 foo~ote 1) point out some of the shortcomings 
of perfo!'.'IIlance studies. 
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